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ABSTRACT
Students decide to remain enrolled in community college more so during their first-year of
matriculation, than at any other point in their education. For the last three decades, community
college leaders across the United States have been challenged by stagnant retention rates that
hover around 60% (Mortenson, 2012). While Latino college students enroll in two-year colleges
more than any other racial/ethnic group, there is limited research available that comprehensively
studies the experience of Latino community college students.
This study’s purpose was to contribute to existing literature on first-year retention of
Latino college students by researching the relationship between student engagement and firstyear retention. A conceptual model was developed based on the theoretical framework from
Rendón’s (1984) validation theory, Nora’s (2004) student/institution engagement theory and
Kuh’s (2001, 2003) theory of student engagement, that collectively support that individuals who
are academically and socially integrated learn more; develop a stronger allegiance to their
institution; and feel like they belong, which positively influences their decision to persist.
This study found that there was no statistically significant difference between the way
that Latino community college students were retained compared to their peers. There was no
statistically significant difference between institutional engagement and first-year retention for
Latino and non-Latino students. There were findings that validating experiences and academic
performance were most likely to predict community college student persistence.
Recommendations for policy and practice were provided for institutional leaders, policy-makers
and practitioners, as well as opportunities for future research.
Keywords: Latino Students, Community College, Retention, Student Engagement, CCSSE
Benchmarks, and Student Success
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Chapter I. Introduction
Background of the Community College
Community colleges have had a pivotal role in shaping higher education in the United
States since their establishment in 1901. Often coined Democracy’s College, the two-year public
institution mission is to offer affordable quality education and access to higher education,
regardless of students’ socioeconomic circumstances or academic preparation (Cohen, Brawer, &
Kisker, 2014; Braxton, Doyle, Hartley III, Hirschy, Jones and McLendon, 2014).
In 2017, there were 1,108 community colleges in the country that matriculated a large
proportion of historically under-represented students due in large part to their appealing
characteristics, such as; proximity to home, flexible scheduling and program offerings,
transferability to four-year colleges, as well as affordable tuition (Cohen et al., 2014; American
Association of Community Colleges (AACC), 2017). In 2017, community colleges matriculated
41% of all undergraduate students; 52% of Latinos undergraduates, 43% of Black/AfricanAmerican undergraduates, and 40% of Asian/Pacific Islanders undergraduates (AACC, 2017).
Enrollment was once considered an evaluation tool for institutional effectiveness; this is
no longer the case as public-policy makers, students and lawmakers call for better outcomes in
exchange for the extensive investments made into higher education. In 2014, higher-educationrelated expenses reached $536 billion (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016); and
accreditors were tasked with including retention and graduation metrics in the accreditation
process, or institutions jeopardized their eligibility to receive federal funding (Kelderman, 2016).
Over three-fourths of community colleges utilize the Community College Survey of Student
Engagement (CCSSE) to assess institutional effectiveness. The CCSSE assesses educational
practices and student behaviors directly linked to student learning, completion, and retention
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(McClenney, 2006). Although community colleges have recognized the need for improvements
student success outcomes, such as completion and retention, remain low. Gaps in educational
attainment among historically underrepresented students are not improving either and they are
not in line with the proportion of the growing diversity in the U.S.
On-time associate degree completion rate is generally three years. Reports indicated that
the three-year graduation rate by race was distributed as follows: White 25.4%, Black/AfricanAmerican 11.6%, and Hispanic/Latino 19.0% (NCES, 2016). The U.S. Department of Education
reported that there was a disparity between community college student on-time graduation rates
by race (NCES, 2016). And even after six years, of the students who started at a community
college, only 12.5% of Whites, 5.3% of Black/African-Americans, and 7.4% of Latinos earned a
baccalaureate degree (NCES, 2016).
Some argue that existing methods for calculating retention and graduation rates lack a
holistic view of student success given that the complex mission of community colleges and that
many of their students do not intend to earn a degree or transfer (Wild & Ebbers, 2002). Yet,
most Latino community college students (80%) indicate a desire to transfer to a four-year
institution, but only between 7-20% transfer (Rendón & Nora, 1997). There is a clear disconnect
between what Latino college students believe community colleges deliver and their actual
outcomes. The educational gap is a direr crisis for the Latino population because the
racial/ethnic group is projected to be the largest historically underrepresented ethnic group in the
United States in the next few decades and low degree attainment levels limit potential their
career and life-long earnings.
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Statement of the Problem
College degree attainment is largely affected by first-year retention or as operationally
defined for this study, an institution’s ability to retain students their first year in college. The
first year of college is a critical time because it is when students are most likely to depart, and
institutional interventions are most likely to occur (Mortenson, 2012). For decades, community
colleges have been challenged by retention of traditional-aged students, particularly those with
the intention to earn a degree or transfer to a four-year college (Crisp & Mina, 2012; Crisp,
Carales, & Nunez, 2016). Between 1983 and 2010, community college retention rates ranged
from 54% to 56%; and students who attended private institutions had higher persistence rates
than those at publics and the more selective admissions, the more likely students were to persist
(Mortenson, 2012). More than three decades later, retention rates have not increased
significantly, as the national average for first-year retention rate that remains close to 60%
(Braxton et al., 2014).
Providing access to higher education for the masses is a major milestone for higher
education in the U.S., however true access should be defined in terms of retaining students
through to degree completion (Arbora & Nora, 2007). An educational experience without a
degree is not enough for students, their families, policy makers and college leaders, hence there
is a sense of urgency for community colleges to retain their students their first year and through
to graduation.
Educational Achievement Gap
As the fastest emergent ethnic group, the Latino population is expected to double by 2050
to 106 million (Krogstad, 2014), meaning almost one in three people in the U.S. will be Hispanic
or Latino. Although the overall number of Latino undergraduates enrolled in college surpassed
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that of White students for the first time in 2012, Latino students do not earn degrees at the same
rate as their peers (Lopez & Fry, 2013). Only 15% of Latinos between the ages of 25-29 hold a
bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 41% of Whites (Krogstad, 2015).
In 2017, a review of the Integrated Post-Secondary Education Data System, (IPEDS),
showed that among 918 two-year public colleges in the U.S., 82% reported an overall graduation
rate of 30% or less; and 85% had a graduation rate of 30% or less for Latino students; however,
most alarming was that 11% reported that they did not graduate a single Latino student within
the 150% or three-year time frame recommended for students to be considered on-time
graduates. If students are not retained in community colleges their first year or beyond, they will
not be able to earn enough credits to graduate or to be eligible for transfer to a baccalaureate
degree granting institution.
The first year of college is most predictive of student success (Braxton et al., 2014).
With the attrition rate for Latino students ranging between 60 – 80% during their first year of
college (Nora, 2003), their lagging educational attainment has been perpetuated and left a crisis
with financial, societal, and economic consequences. Deviation in educational attainment can
affect significant inequalities in the labor market for Latinos and an over-representation in lowwage jobs and higher unemployment rates (Nora and Crisp, 2009). Without substantial growth in
degree attainment for Latinos, poverty levels and unemployment rates will continue to rise (Nora
and Crisp, 2009). Given that Latinos attend community college more disproportionately than
any other student group, and educational gains are slow, and it is imperative to study factors that
affect their retention at two-year public institutions.
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Gaps in the Literature
Retention studies focused on students attending community colleges are not widely
available (Wild & Ebbers, 2002; Seidman, 2012). The most widely cited retention theories and
models are based on students at four-year colleges and universities that enroll full-time, are
younger, and reside on campus (Morrison and Silverman, 2012). This is a staggering contrast to
students that attend community colleges, who are overwhelmingly commuters, work full-time
and are more likely to attend college part-time.
Studies categorize predictors of retention into three major categories: individual,
institutional and environmental. Of the studies available on Latino college student retention, the
focus tends to be on individual characteristics that impact persistence at four-year institutions.
There is no single comprehensive theory that identify all the factors that lead to retention,
graduation, and transfer for Latino college students (Crisp and Nora, 2010; Flores, Horn, &
Crisp, 2006; Lujan, Gallegos & Harbour, 2003). A greater understanding of low retention
among Latino college students is needed, particularly as it relates to institutional practices and
college experiences that influence their withdrawal decisions (Hurtado and Kamimura, 2003).
Crisp and Nora (2010), developed a retention model combining theoretically-derived
variables to study individual, institutional and environmental characteristics affecting Latino
community college student retention. Crisp and Nora (2010) posit that Latino community
college students decide to persist and/or transfer based on “demographic, pre-college, sociocultural, environmental, and academic experiences (2010, p. 176).” The researchers examined
how these factors impacted the retention and graduation of Latino community college students
taking developmental education (Crisp and Nora, 2010). While their study emphasized second
and third year retention, the Crisp and Nora (2010) model is generalizable to study first year
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students because the factors identified have been supported in the literature on Latino college
student outcomes. Additionally, Crisp and Nora’s (2010) model, it is one of the few studies
based on Latino students in community colleges.
Institutional factors that impact Latino student retention are not commonly studied.
There tends to be less emphasis placed on the role institutions have in student withdraw
decisions prior to earning their degree (Davidson and Wilson, 2017). Davidson and Wilson
(2017) developed the collaborative affiliation model and deflected the student-deficit perspective
by proposing that community colleges are responsible for helping students becoming engaged
and integrated into the college community, hence influencing retention, just as much if not more
than students.
Student engagement is another major factor that can predict student retention (GoldrickRab, 2010; Long & Kurlaender, 2009; McClenney, 2006). As the leading instrument for
assessing engagement in community colleges, most institutions use the Community College
Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) to gain insight into their educational practices and
student behaviors. The CCSSE focuses on five areas that have been empirically proven to
predict retention, including; active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge,
student-faculty interaction, and support for learners (Center, 2018). The CCSSE results are then
used by college leaders and administrators to determine strategies for improving student
retention and eliminating barriers that prevent students from integrating into the college
community.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this non-experimental study is to research the relationship between
student engagement and first-year retention of Latino students in community college.
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Additionally, the study aims to determine whether there was a significant relationship between
the following independent variables: (1) pre-college factors (gender, English as a second
language, first-generation college student, academic readiness, socio-economic status, and age);
(2) institutional engagement factors (active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic
challenge, student-faculty interaction, support for the learner, validating experiences, enrollment
intensity, academic performance, and institutional change pre/post); (3) pull-factors
(employment, financial aid, family support available, and family responsibilities); and first-year
retention.
Pre-college, institutional engagement and environmental pull-factors are a collective set
of proposed constructs that were guided by the work of Nora’s (2004) student/institution
engagement model and the student engagement benchmarks utilized by the CCSSE. The study
of these factors is important because they can provide insight into the narrowly-studied student
behaviors and institutional practices that influence Latino community college student retention.
This study aims to provide insight for to practitioners attempting to remedy high first-year
attrition rates of Latino community college students and the findings of this study aim to assist
college leaders as they strive to maintain students enrolled their first year of college and through
to graduation.
Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:
1. What was the demographic profile of students who took the Community College Survey of
Student Engagement in 2008, 2011, 2014, and 2016 at Mid-Atlantic Community College?
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2. Controlling for pre-college, institutional engagement, and environmental pull-factors,
how do Latino students retain at the end of the first year compared with other racial/ethnicity
groups?
3. Controlling for pre-college and environmental pull-factors, are institutional
engagement factors related to first-year retention different across Latino community college
students and other racial/ethnic groups? If so, how?
Significance of the Study
Community colleges educate half of all Latinos undergraduates and the educational gaps
that exist are causing harm to students, institutions and society. To address low retention rates,
more understanding is needed to determine why students who attend community college with the
intent to earn a degree and/or transfer to a four-year institution, leave college within their firstyear of study.
This study aims to provide beneficial information to assist administrators and policy
makers better understand the factors that impact first-year retention of Latino community college
students. Through a quantitative analysis of CCSSE results and institutional student data, the
study aims to offer insight into the likelihood of the survey predicting student retention.
Overview of the Study
This study will be conducted at a public, two-year college, with a Hispanic Serving
Institution designation in the Mid-Atlantic Region. The institution will provide CCSSE data for
2008, 2011, 2014, and 2016, as well as institutional student data.
The CCSSE alone had information about students’ intent to persist, however without
access to actual student records, it is virtually impossible to determine if they were retained. One
study compared aggregate CCSSE results for over 200 schools with IPEDS completion data and
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found that school with higher student engagement levels had higher completion rates (Price and
Tovar, 2014). The study provided a broader overview of the impact of student engagement on a
single outcome. However, my research aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of student
engagement and retention data which is not commonly found.
By adopting variables from Nora’s (2004) student/institution engagement model, and the
CCSSE benchmarks of engagement, this study proposes a conceptual model that serves as a
hybrid conceptual framework. The model proposes that student retention is based on the precollege factors, institutional engagement factors, and environmental pull-factors.
Organization of the Study
This first introductory chapter is followed by a literature review that includes an
overview of retention theories from various disciplines, community college retention models,
student engagement theory, and factors that may predict first year retention. In chapter three, a
description of the methodology, research design and collection of data is presented. Chapter four
includes the results of the analysis, followed by the fifth chapter that provides conclusions,
implications and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2. Review of the Literature
Introduction
This literature review begins with an overview of the evolution of college student
retention, its definition and how it is measured. The second section of this chapter summarizes
theoretical perspectives from various academic disciplines that that inform college student
retention (Braxton, 2000; Melguizo, 2011; and Tinto, 1993), they include; psychological,
organizational, economic, cultural, and sociological. The third section comprises student
retention models and theories specifically for community college or Latino college students.
Given that the emphasis of this study is the relationship between student engagement and firstyear college student retention, the fourth section of this chapter includes student engagement
theories. The fifth section provides a review of the relevant factors that affect community
college student retention and it is organized into three major categories: pre-college, institutional
engagement and environmental pull-factors. Since retention studies on community college
students, and Latino students specifically, are not extensively available this literature review will
include factors that affect student retention at both two and four-year colleges. It is important to
take note that the purpose and missions of two and four-year colleges are distinct and warrant
caution in applying findings to all college students. The final section of this chapter proposes a
conceptual model for retention that integrates multiple theories reviewed that can offer predictive
capacity for determining retention of Latino community college students.
Evolution of College Student Retention Research
This section provided an overview of the evolution of student retention research over the
past seventy years. College student retention was not as important during the advent of higher
education institutions in the U.S. over two-hundred and fifty years ago (Berger, Ramirez, &
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Lyons, 2012). Originally, colleges were small, opened and closed quickly, and their main
purpose was to prepare males to become clergy and women to become mothers or primaryschool teachers (Berger, et al., 2012). However, between 1900 and 1950, undergraduate
enrollment grew rapidly, and institutions remained open more consistently, prompting selective
admissions and competition between institutions. Degree attainment became important and there
was an increased awareness of varying attrition rates which led to the first national study of
student retention by John McNeeley in 1938 (Berger et al., 2012).
As the need for skilled workers to perform industrial and technical jobs expanded after
WWII, the U.S. government created legislation to fund post-secondary education, such as the GI
Bill and the Higher Education Act of 1965, and provided opportunities for citizens to gain an
education beyond high school. Community colleges assumed prominent role in educating and
training a diverse body of students and they expanded tremendously in the 1960s (Berger et al.,
2012; Cohen, Brawer, Kisker, 2014). The 1960s brought increased student diversity, growing
student discontent and unrest that prompted researchers to focus on study of individual
characteristics associated with student departure (Berger et al., 2012). With looming predictions
about declining enrollment in the early 1970s, educator, researchers and college administrators
began to take greater interest in understanding retention (Berger et al., 2012). Spady (1970)
developed the first retention model based on the interaction between student characteristics and
college environments as a way of understanding student departure and his research eventually
serving as a precursor to developing the most widely cited retention theory, Tinto’s student
integration theory (Berger et al., 2012).
The 1980s emerged as a time when institutions were pressed to address residual effects
from declining enrollment of the late 1970s; and enrollment management became an approach
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intended to address the issue from academic and student affairs perspectives (Berger et al.,
2012). Enrollment management was supposed to develop strategies to recruit more students and
remedy the problem of student departure by focusing on retention as the focal point of strategic
plans (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011; Berger et al., 2012, Habley, Bloom, and Robbins,
2012). Academic and student affairs divisions collaborated to identify academic and social
factors that could affect student retention. A widely accepted construct was that if students were
academically and socially integrated by spending more time on-campus, becoming involved in
clubs and organizations, and interacting more with faculty, then they would be more likely to
persist. However, the applicability of these models to non-traditional students or use by
commuters became a major challenge.
The changing demographic profile of students in the 1990s, prompted the need to focus
on reducing premature departure of students from historically underrepresented groups and
students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011). During the
beginning of the 21st century institution stressed the importance of working collaboratively and
developing programs to support student experiences academically and socially (Demetriou &
Schmitz-Sciborski, 2011). Following the recession of 2008, increased accountability,
specifically retention and degree completion metrics, became the focal point of colleges and
universities. Various stakeholders, such as government officials, legislators, philanthropic
donors, students and their families, wanted to ensure that students received high quality
education with outcomes that would lead to better economic, social and personal benefits for
students as well as the country. Accrediting agencies were criticized for their not holding failing
institutions more accountable. Retention shortcomings shifted from being a student issue to an
institutional one (Habley, Bloom, & Robbins, 2012). However, finding a common ground for
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how retention would be defined and measured continued to be a growing debate (Hagedorn,
2012; Wild & Ebbers, 2002).
College Student Retention
This section provides insight into the complexity of developing a retention definition as
well as challenges associated with its measurement. Two terms that are often used
interchangeably to define the process of whether students remain enrolled in college from termto-term are persistence and retention. The distinction between the two terms is that persistence is
a measure of student behavior or action and retention is an institutional measure (Habley, 2012;
Hagedorn, 2012). According to Hagedorn (2012), “institutions retain, and students persist” (p.
85).
Persistence can be used to describe three types of students; those who persist, those who
leave but persist at another institution; and those who leave college altogether (Habley, et al.,
2012). Habley et al, (2012) defined a persister as a student that enrolls full-time, pursues their
degree without interruption, and completes it in a timely fashion. Whereas, the second category
of persisters are those who leave one institution to enroll at another; and are not constrained by
the first definition of attending a single institution without interruption and they may take longer
but eventually do graduate (Habley, et al., 2012). Other examples of persisters in this second
category, are part-timers or those who take less than a full-time course load; slow-downers or
those who remain enrolled but change enrollment from full-time to part-time status; transfers or
those who leave their first institution but switch to another; stop-outs or those who take a break
and eventually return to college; and swirlers or those who earn a degree by attending twoinstitutions concurrently (Habley et al., 2012; Hirschy, 2017)
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Retention on the other hand, does not describe a student action rather it is an aggregate
descriptor of student cohorts, and is expressed in terms of percentages (Habley et al., 2012). A
basic understanding of retention is that it is a measurement of whether students remain at an
institution through graduation (Braxton, et al., 2014; Hagedorn, 2012; Berger, et al., 2012), and
like persistence there are multiple forms of the term.
The retention term most widely understood is institutional retention or the “measure of
the proportion of students who remain enrolled at the same institution from year to year”
(Hagedorn, 2012, p. 91). A second form of the term is system retention, that measures students
who leaves one institution to attend another, but they remain retained in the same educational
system (Hagedorn, 2012). Some states such as Texas and New York have coordinating boards
that track student attendance among all colleges within their postsecondary system (Hagedorn,
2012); this approach is uncommon, particularly as it is difficult to access student records once
students leave a single college.
The greatest challenge in using the term retention is how it is measured because students
may leave one institution, thereby being counted as a non-persister and not calculated in the
retention rate, and yet, if they move onto another institution they may not be counted in a cohort
and the second school cannot get credit for retaining them either. Tracking system departures is
challenging when studying community college students because of concurrent matriculation at
other colleges, transfer to a four-year institution, and the flexibility to start and stop taking
classes between semesters.
Another major challenge for community colleges is the lack of consensus of which
measurement to use for retention rates. “Measuring college student retention is complicated,
confusing, and context dependent. Higher education researchers will likely never reach
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consensus on the “correct” or “best” way to measure this very important outcome” (Hagedorn, p.
81, 2012). In 1993, the federal government established IPEDS to collect information on retention
and completion metrics (Habley et al., 2012). IPEDS developed a standardized measurement of
retention “as the percentage of first-time, full-time, degree-seeking, students from the previous
fall who either reenrolled or successfully completed their program by the current fall (Habley et
al., p. 9, 2012).” Some may argue that this approach to evaluating retention can be problematic
for community colleges because their students have short-term goals such as workforce training,
lifelong learning or for personal interest that may not lead to a degree (Wilds & Ebbers, 2002).
Most retention research focuses on first-year retention (Braxton, et al., 2014; Habley et
al., 2012; Hagedorn, 2012) mainly because this is the time when students are most vulnerable;
most likely to make their decision of whether to pursue their degree altogether; and institutions
are most likely to develop retention programs (Mortenson, 2012). As previously stated in
Chapter 1, first-year retention rates are a major problem for community colleges with half or
more student withdrawing prematurely. Therefore, understanding empirically researched
theories and models that help explain this phenomenon is imperative.
Theoretical Perspectives of College Student Retention
A single retention theory cannot explain the variation of all student persistence and as
previously discussed, retention is a complex quandary that defies a lone solution, therefore
scholars have developed theories from varying academic disciplines (Braxton, et al., 2014;
Habley et al., 2014; Hirschy, 2017). The following section of the literature review will provide
an overview of varying lenses that have been found to contribute to the understanding of college
student persistence and retention, to include psychological, organizational, economic, cultural,
and sociological perspectives.
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Psychological Perspective
Psychological characteristics and processes that can help explain persistence are as
follows: academic aptitude, readiness, motivation, personality and student growth or
development (Braxton et al., 2014; Habley et al., 2012). Bean and Eaton (2001) developed a
psychological model that was based on four psychological processes; positive self-efficacy,
managing stress, increasing efficacy, and interior locus of control. When applied to a new
student this model could shape their opinion of college and university life, hence affecting their
persistence (Habley et al., 2012).
Validation theory by Rendón (1994) contributed to the literature on self-efficacy by
theorizing that students who felt validated by others, whether it occurred on or off-campus or in
and out of class, were more likely to persist. As validating agents encourage students actively in
academic and social settings, they grow in their belief of their capacity to perform college work
and feel they accepted members of the college community (Rendón, 1994). This model was
proposed as a theory to explain Latino student retention. Rendón (1994) offered that
acknowledging the asset that students from diverse background provide and offering
opportunities for interactions, Latino college students feel valued and a vital member of the
institution. Validation theory has been found important as institutions attempt to create an
environment where Latino community college students can thrive. Barnett (2011) built on
validation theory by offering that faculty are the most instrumental individuals in community
colleges to provide academic validation opportunities by presenting materials that highlight the
contributions of Latinos or by demonstrating successful individuals that have graduated from a
community college. Outside of the classroom, validation can occur by promoting cultural
heritage and embracing different foods, languages and history (Barnett, 2011).
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Sedlacek (2004) identified non-cognitive variables that combined with academic
preparation could contribute to persistence. He that the following factors correlated with
persistence and educational attainments were: “positive self-concept, realistic self-appraisal,
successfully handling the system, preference for long-term goals, availability of strong support
person, leadership experience, community involvement and knowledge acquired in the field”
(p.37).
Organizational Perspective
An organizational lens for retention concentrates on the institutional characteristics and
structure, policies and procedures, and the student perceptions of their interactions with faculty,
staff and administrators (Hirschy, 2017). Institutional effectiveness can influence student
satisfaction and affect their likelihood to depart (Hirschy, 2017).
Based on an adaptation of an organization model that was used to explain employee
turnover by Price and Mueller, Bean (1980) developed a departure model that posited students
have interactions with their environment though objective measures such as grade point average
or being active in a club and organization or subjective measures such as the quality and practical
value of their education. These factors influence the extent to which student satisfaction
increases or decreases, thereby determining commitment to the institution. Institutional
commitment is seen as the major factor influencing student departure (Bean, 1980). Bean later
revised his theory to account for variables that he had not previously included. Bean’s revised
model (1980) postulated that connections with peers were more important than informal
interactions with faculty; and that students were more active in their socialization than they were
considered before. Braxton, et al (2014), theorized that students were retained when they
perceived that an institution demonstrated integrity or a congruence between actions of faculty,
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staff, administrators, and the college mission and vision; and it was able to communicate a strong
commitment to student welfare.
Economic Perspective
The cornerstone of the economic perspective for college student retention is when
students consider both the tangible and intangible cost of attending college and compare it with
the potential benefits (Becker, 1964; Tinto, 1987). Based on human capital theory (Becker,
1964), students who believe that the cost of remaining in school outweighs the benefits of
earning a degree will not persist. Cost can be both tangible, such as tuition and fees, and indirect
such as time and energy devoted to completing college work.
Cultural Perspective
With the growing diversity of college students, a greater emphasis has been placed upon
understanding the experiences of historically underrepresented students and the impact of
cultural factors on student persistence (Habley et al., 2012; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, &
Hayek, 2006). This perspective suggests that upon arrival to college, historically
underrepresented students encounter challenges fitting in and it is difficult for them to utilize
institutional resources for learning and personal growth (Kuh et al., 2006). Models of studentinstitutional fit are a point of contention for researchers because they are based on the premise
that students need to conform to the prevailing institutional norms and separate from their
families and culture of origin (Tierney, 1992). According to Jalomo (1995), Latino college
students are capable of successfully operating in two worlds, home and school, but find the
transitions between the worlds to be difficult. Rendón, Jalomo and Nora (2000) found that as
institutions assume a larger role in helping students to manage cultural conflicts and transitions,
persistence will improve for historically underrepresented students.
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Sociological Perspective
The sociological perspective, and most referenced of all retention constructs focuses on
the social structures and forces that influence student persistence (Braxton et al., 2014; Habley et
al., 2012; Hirschy, 2017). Peers, family socio-economic status, and support of others influence
student persistence (Hirschy, 2017). Since 1975, Tinto’s integration theory has been cited over
five-thousand times (Hirschy, 2017); and is deemed to be a paradigmatic status, it is fitting to
provide the basic components of the theory (Braxton et al., 2014; Guiffrida, 2006).
Tinto’s theory (1975) posits that student commitment to earn a degree, which is
influenced by their personal, familial and academic backgrounds; and integration (academic and
social) will ultimately determine persistence. Based on the work of Van Gennep’s rites of
passage, in Tinto’s theory (1975) students go through ritualistic stages with a goal of becoming
an incorporated member of a new group. Failure to become assimilated into the new culture is
deemed as incongruence that lessens the likelihood of completing persistence. Durkheim’s work
(1951) on suicidality, which posits that the origin of suicide in Western culture is the inability of
individuals to integrate themselves into a bigger social organization played a pivotal role in the
development of Tinto’s (1975) student integration theory.
To become fully-integrated academically or socially, students must progress through
three stages, separation from their communities of the past, transitioning between the past
community and the new, and lastly, becoming fully integrated into the new community. To
become integrated academically or socially into a college, the student must be able to assimilate
and assume characteristics of the majority culture. To be successful in their transition, they need
to adopt the values, customs, and language of the dominant group, while leaving their own
background behind (Rendón, Jalomo, Nora, 2011).
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Academic integration can be both informal and formal. Formal academic integration
refers to the student’s ability to meet the academic rigor of college, therefore students that are not
academically prepared are more likely to leave college (Tinto, 1987). Informal academic
integration is based on the informal interactions with peers, faculty and staff that help students
align their academic values to prevent engaging in behaviors that would otherwise separate them
from other members of the college community (Tinto, 1987).
Social integration can be formal, such as involvement in club or other social activities,
and informal, such as developing friendships with other students. Students that are isolated or a
poor fit are thought to have weak integration and a greater likelihood of leaving college
prematurely. Critics argue that this theory is based on an acculturation-assimilation perspective
that pressure historically underrepresented students to sever their relationships with their cultural
communities, which can be detrimental (Tierney, 1992). Another critique is that the theory lacks
empirical support for its applicability to commuter campus or community colleges (Braxton et
al., 2014).
Berger (2000) introduced a sociological perspective built upon the Bourdieu’s (1973)
theory of cultural capital to explain student persistence. Cultural capital is when there are
symbolic resources that individuals use to sustain or improve their social status. For example,
early on students from upper socio-economic backgrounds are groomed by their families,
schools, and community to attend college preferably at selective colleges (Bourdieu, 1986).
Cultural capital exists in many forms such as when individuals are exposed to appreciate art,
culture and history; when they acquire and appreciate cultural goods; or the acquire status that
derives from accomplishing a societally accepted goal, such as earning a degree from an ivyleague institution (Bourdieu, 1986). Sociological perspective offers many insights into the
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reasons why students do not persist as well as serving as the basis for various models on
community college retention.
Community College Retention Models
This section will provide an overview of models, from the sociological theoretical
perspective, to better understand how individual, institutional, and societal features affect the
retention experience of students attending community colleges.
Student Persistence in Commuter Colleges and Universities Model
After finding that student integration theory (Tinto, 1973) lacked validity, particularly in
its application to commuter colleges, Braxton et al. (2014) developed a retention model which
posited that combined external environments and social communities play a critical role in the
retention of college students. This model was designed for commuter colleges and was made up
of the following components: “student entry characteristics, the external environment, the
campus environment, student academic and intellectual development, subsequent institutional
commitment, and student persistence (Braxton et al., 2014, p.110).” This model supports that the
more student become involved, and actively engage in academic communities and as colleges
create a welcoming environment for students, the better the likelihood of persistence.
Collective Affiliation Model
Davidson and Wilson (2017), developed a conceptual framework for studying
community college student persistence that moved away from a deficit-based lens and offered a
framework that students’ sense of belonging in college was as important as the sense of
belonging in other parts of their lives. According to Davidson and Wilson (2017), community
college student persistence is a result of an institutions inability to become integrated into the
students’ lives. The collective affiliation model states that by pressuring students to become more
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involved in social activities and organizations, when they are already overburdened by family
and work responsibilities, institutions may be conveying to students that do not belong in college
because they cannot meet the expectations. This model proposed that by providing
programming, services and partnerships that integrate work, family, social life, religious
activities, as well as community and government social services, student persistence would
improve (Davidson et al., 2017).
Persistence and Transfer of Hispanic Community College Students
Building on student integration theory (Tinto, 1993); student/institution engagement
model (Nora, 2004); and cultural capital theory (Bourdieu, 1973), Crisp et al. (2010), developed
a Hispanic student persistence model for community college students that combined
theoretically-derived variables to examine individual, institutional and environmental
characteristics affecting retention. Crisp and Nora’s model (2010) proposed that Latino
community college students’ decision to persist and transfer are related to “demographic, precollege, socio-cultural, environmental pull-factors, and academic experiences (p.176).” Their
study found that students who took higher level math courses in high school, whose parents had
higher educational levels, and received financial aid were more likely to persist. Whereas,
students who delayed immediate enrollment in college after high school and who worked more
hours off campus, were found to have lower persistence (Crisp and Nora, 2010).
Nora’s Model of Persistence
Nora’s (2004) student/institution engagement model, originally named student
engagement model (Nora, 2003), offers that Latino college students’ decision to leave or remain
enrolled is largely based on the collective sum of the following factors: (1) pre-college and pull
factors, (2) sense of purpose and allegiance to the institution, (3) academic and social
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experiences, (4) cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes, (5) goal determination/institutional
allegiance, and (6) persistence (Nora, 2004).
Student transition and adjustment to college are affected by pre-college characteristics
such as past experiences with instructors, academic achievement, and financial circumstances;
environmental pull-factors or external responsibilities that have an ability to pull away or draw a
student closer to the institution, for example, family and work responsibilities, and
encouragement and support from others (Nora, 2003; Arbona & Nora, 2007). Once students
enter college, those that are committed to their degree completion are more likely to participate
in academic and social activities that will help them navigate and become integrated in the
college environment (Nora, 2003). Through encouragement and support from their peers,
faculty, and staff, in both academic and social environments, students are more likely to firm
their commitments to persist through to degree completion.
This model is appropriate for the study of Latino community college student retention
because pre-college, academic and social experiences, as well as environmental pull-factors from
this model have been used to develop studies on student persistence and transfer at two-year
colleges (Crisp & Nora, 2010; Crisp & Nunez, 2014), as well as at four-year colleges (Arbona &
Nora, 2007; Crisp, Nora, & Taggart, 2009; Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2006). This model has been
used to test conceptual models that predict outcomes specific to Latino and community college
students (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Crisp & Nunez, 2014).
Student Engagement Theories and Models
This section will provide an overview of student engagement theory and how it relates to
college student persistence. Student engagement is a construct, supported by evidence-based
research, which posits that the more involved a student is with their peers, faculty and staff, and
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their subject matter, the more likely they are to persist (McClenney, Marti, Adkins, 2012).
Student engagement has become a prominent area of study in the last decade as there is
expectations for more accountability and better outcomes, such as learning and retention
(Axelson & Flick, 2010; Kuh, 2009, McClenney et al, 2012; Price & Tovar, 2014). Student
engagement can be used to assess institutional effectiveness, demonstrate accountability, and
efforts for improving teaching and learning (Kuh, 2009).
Student engagement evolution began with work of Ralph Tyler that showed the more
about of time students spend on a task, the more positive effect on learning (Meyer, 1970).
Astin’s (1984) theory of involvement emphasized that not only was the quantity of effort
important to engagement, but so was the quality of the effort put forth by the student, which was
a shift to focus on the psychological and behavioral dimensions of Meyer’s (1970) theory.
Kuh’s Student Engagement Theory
Kuh (2001, 2003) was influential in developing a widely accepted definition of student
engagement stating that the time and effort students devote to experiences combined with steps
institutions take to persuade students to participate in said activities, are correlated with
outcomes such as persistence and learning. According to Kuh (2001, 2003), there is a great
importance in placing responsibility for student outcomes upon institutions, rather than
categorizing them as a student problem.
Student engagement theory is applicable to this study because it emphasizes the need for
institutions to take a proactive and responsive approach to the issue of meager retention and
completion rates of Latino community college students, particularly since greater student
engagement has positive benefits for students. According to, Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, and
Gonyea (2008), greater levels of student engagement had a positive relationship with grades and
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persistence for first-year college students, and an even greater impact on historically
underrepresented student persistence. Furthermore, most of the literature has shown that greater
levels of engagement are statistically significant in predicting persistence and completion (Price
& Tovar, 2014).
Astin’s Student Involvement Theory
Astin’s (1984) student involvement theory has been widely cited as an explanation for
why students leave college or chose to remain with an emphasis placed on the role of the student
involvement in their institution. Student involvement theory is circumscribed as the aggregate of
physical and psychological energy that a student commits to their college experience (Astin,
1984). Five core components of the model include: involvement in terms of the investment of
physical and psychological energy in things other than oneself; involvement occurs along a
continuum; it has both quantitative and qualitative characteristics; student’s learning and
personal development is equivalent to the quality and quantity of student investment of time and
energy into the program; institutional effectiveness is directly related to its ability to increase
student involvement (Astin, 1984).
Pace’s Theory of Quality of Effort
Pace (1980), developed the theory of quality of effort which posits that students would
gain more out of their collegiate experience based on time and energy that they devoted to
certain tasks, for example, applying their learning to various situations and context, studying, or
interacting with their classmates. Pace showed that that the more time and energy students
invested in educational activities, the more they gained from their college experiences which
could positively affect their persistence (Pace, 1980).
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Chickering and Gamson’s Seven Principles of Good Practice
Research by Chickering and Gamson (1987), brought to the forefront the practices that
institutions should encourage for their students to have greater retention. The seven principles of
good practice were identified as follows: (1) student-faculty contact, (2) active learning, (3)
prompt feedback, (4) time on task, (5) high expectations, (6) respect for diverse learning, and (7)
cooperation among students (Chickering and Gamson, 1987). The different dimensions of
engagement presented by Chickering and Gamson (1987), and their relationship to positive
outcomes of college have been supported by various studies (Pike, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005) such as cognitive development (Pascarella, Seifert & Blaich, 2010) and persistence
(Berger & Milem, 1999).
One criticism of the engagement frameworks provided is that there lacked a focus on how
to create an engaging environment and more on student behaviors to increase retention (Museus,
2014). As the case with retention theory, there are few studies available on the effect of
engagement on community college student persistence, and even fewer that emphasize the effect
of engagement on Latino community college students. Engaging this population by offering
programming on campus or as part of residential halls, is not appropriate, yet the literature would
suggest that students who excel are more likely to engage in traditional types of activities, such
as clubs and organizations (Astin, 1984; Fike & Fike, 2008; Nora, 2004; Tinto, 1975, 1987, &
1993). Therefore, greater understanding of which engagement factors influence retention need to
be explored further.
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Review of Factors Predicting Student Retention
This part of the literature review is categorized into three major sections, pre-college
factors, institutional factors, and environmental pull-factors, and within each section, the subcategories that are used in the proposed conceptual model to predict retention.
Pre-College Factors
Pre-college factors occur before a student enrolls in college and may affect persistence
include: gender, English as a second language, first-generation status, academic readiness, socioeconomic status, and age (Astin & Osguera, 2012; Braxton, Doyle, Hartley, Hirschy, Jones &
McLendon, 2014; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006). These factors are important
because they are often used to predict the likelihood of be at-risk for persisting (Astin &
Osguera, 2012).
Gender. Within the Latino community, gender is a very prominent aspect of cultural
norms. There is a disparity between Latino and Latina college students regarding completion.
Latinas are more likely to persist and graduate than their Latino male peers (Calcagno, Crosta,
Bailey & Jenkins, 2007; Conway, 2009; Kelly, Schneider & Carey, 2010; Roksa, 2006). Gender
has an effect in how students experience college; female students often experience more stress
related to familial obligations and the male students are more likely to internalize discouraging
feedback and perceived or actual discrimination (Lopez, 2014).
There have been several studies that attempt to study predictors that affect persistence
and findings have varied. Voorhees (1987) found that gender, enrollment purpose, and intention
to re-enroll were significantly related to persistence for community college students. Females,
students who intended to return, and those with an educational goal such as degree attainment or
planning on transferring to a four-year college had the highest persistence rates. A study
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conducted by Walpole, Chambers and Goss (2014), reviewed the persistence and completion
outcomes of African-American female students at community colleges and found that female
students, were less likely than their male counterparts to earn an associate degree, however when
the they transferred and earned a bachelor’s degree there were little difference with AfricanAmerican males or males and females from other ethnic/racial groups.
English as a Second Language. Proficiency of the English language is a skill that
college students must possess, however for non-native speakers of English or language
minorities, there are extensive barriers related to being labeled an ESL student that interfere with
their persistence. Students are often inappropriately assigned to an ESL course sequence because
of college criteria that is not related to actual language proficiency; and ESL courses have too
many levels which can negatively affect persistence (Hodara, 2015). In their study of California
community colleges, Bunch, Endris, Panayotova, Romero & Liosa (2011), found that students in
ESL classes had to take anywhere from two to nine levels before they could take credit bearing
courses. As they are currently structured, ESL programs require serious commitment of time,
between 5-7 years to complete, and resources before students can take credit-bearing courses
(Hodara, 2015); this type of institutional structure can negatively impact community college
student persistence.
First-Generation Status. Students whose parents did not earn a college degree in the
United States are called First-Generation College Students (FGCS) because their parents are
unfamiliar with the higher education system and processes. In 2008, almost half of all Latino
college students had parents who had not earned a credential beyond a high school diploma
(Santiago, 2011). According to Ishitani (2006), in the first two years of college, there is greater
inequality between FGCS and their peers in terms of college retention. FGCS are 8.5 times more
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likely to drop out than their peers whose parents have a degree. Latino college students are 64%
more likely to drop out the second year than White students; but if awarded financial aid,
specifically grants and work-study, FGCS are more likely to persist to their second year (Ishitani,
2006).
Choy (2001) conducted a study of FGCS and found that when compared non-FGCS, they
tended to be from lower socio-economic backgrounds, older, women, have dependents and to be
Latinos. As FGCS, Latinos are unable to benefit from the linguistic and cultural competencies
(Bourdieu, 1986) that their peers develop because of having parents that graduated or attended
college. Cultural Capital theory posits that individuals from middle and upper classes are
groomed by their families, schools, and community early in their lives to attend college and they
do not worry so much about how they will afford it, but rather how they will enroll in the most
prestigious of schools (Bourdieu, 1986).
Academic Readiness. Academic readiness has been cited repeatedly in several studies
as the strongest predictor of persistence (Adelman, 2006; Allen, Robbins, Casillas, & Oh, 2008;
Attewell, Heil, & Reisel, 2011, Kuh, 2006). All too often, compared to four-year colleges,
community college students have a greater rate of needing remediation in English, math or
reading. Studies have found that the percentage of students at four-year colleges that need
remediation their first year of college, ranges between 25% and 33%, in contrast to 57% for
students at two-year colleges (Barry and Danneberg, 2016; Pretlow & Wathington, 2012).
Community college students are less likely to have taken standardized tests and lack
scores that meet the threshold for taking credit-bearing courses. Often students are required to
take placement tests, and those that test into remedial or developmental courses must take
courses that help them become academically proficient in reading, English or math (Calcagno &
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Long, 2008). To their surprise, particularly for high school graduates, students are informed that
they are not academically prepared to take college level coursework. Students become
embarrassed, discouraged and deterred from persisting within only their first semester of college
(Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010). According to Barry and Dannenberg (2016), students that take
remedial education are 74% more likely to leave college before graduating.
Another challenge is students do not earn credit toward a degree for developmental or
remedial courses and can take years to complete their remediation requirements. Given the
limitations on time and financial resources, taking additional courses to get a student caught up
on content they should have learned in high school, can put a strain on students and deter them
from persisting (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010).
Socio-Economic Status (SES). Socio-economic status has been found in the literature to
be a significant factor in student retention (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Walpole, 2003). Historically
underrepresented students enroll in community colleges because of the lower tuition and fees.
Ma and Baum (2016) reported that tuition at two-year colleges was almost a third of attending a
public four-year college. However, even with financial assistance to help pay for school, many
students cannot afford to stop working. Being from a lower SES background means they are less
likely to have planned for college or to be academically prepared to meet its academic rigor
(Adelman, 2006). According to Cabrera, Burkurm, La Nasa, & Bibo (2012), their study found a
positive association between SES and earning a college degree, the higher students’ SES, the
more likely they were to persist and earn a college degree. Tierney (1999) and others (Cabrera,
Nora and Castaneda, 1993) have identified paying for school as a factor that impact enrollment
and persistence and recommended that colleges can do a better job of educating students about
the benefits of the earning an education and it is outweighing the financial burdens.
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It is not completely known why some students from lower socio-economic background
are able to persist and eventually graduate, and others do not. But what is known is that lower
SES affects college student persistence (Nora, 2004) and there are clear distinctions between the
college experience of students from lower socio-economic backgrounds and higher socioeconomic backgrounds (Adelman, 2006).
Age. For the purposes of this study, students were categorized by age to either be a
traditional or non-traditional student. Studies vary in terms of what age is consider traditional or
non-traditional age (Aslanian, 2001; Spitzer, 2000). Traditional students typically range in age
between 18 and 23 years old. The average age for a community college student is 27 (AACC,
2017) and they are considered non-traditional because of other factors such as working full-time,
caring for dependents, taking classes part-time, delayed entry into college, and being financially
independent.
Student age has been found to be correlated with persistence (Nakajima, Dembo, &
Mossier, 2012), specifically older students are less likely to persist than younger students
(Feldman, 1993). For the purposes of this study, traditional age students were 23 years old or
younger and non-traditional students were classified as 24 and older to align with how the
federal government classifies dependent and independent students.
Institutional Engagement Factors
Institutional engagement factors are behaviors and educational practices that have been
found to predict persistence for community college students (McClenney et al., 2012). In this
part of the literature review, several engagement practices and behaviors will be presented. The
institutional engagement practices include active and collaborative learning, student effort,
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academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, support for learner, validating experiences,
enrollment intensity, academic performance, and institutional change pre/post.
Active and Collaborative Learning. The extent to which students actively participate in
class, their interactions with peers, and extending learning beyond the classroom is the first of
five CCSSE benchmarks (McClenney, et al., 2012). For community colleges students, becoming
involved in clubs or student organizations is challenging largely because of their external
commitments, but there are opportunities for institutions to encourage this type of engagement.
In a study of how community college students interact with their peers and develop
relationships, Maxwell (2000), found that the participants reported they were not likely to attend
club meetings, student organization activities, or events sponsored by a college such as arts,
drama or musicals. Most of the students reported interacting with one another around their
courses including working on group projects, or in study sessions (Maxwell, 2000). These
findings are like other studies that have found community college students spend little time on
campus unless for class or assignment-related purposes (Borglum & Kubala, 2000)
Student that are actively involved in their learning and interacting with their peers
develop skills that they will need to be able to solve problems collaboratively in their work,
personal lives and communities. At LaGuardia Community College, the Student Technology
Mentor (STM) program was developed, in which students with technological backgrounds were
hired as work-study employees. They served as a resource for the professional development of
faculty, assisting with teaching tools and expanding library services for students.
A study of the program found that the STM were a highly valued part of the college
community and served a need in the library by assisting student with database searches, as well
as troubleshooting with technological problems. STM’s reported that they learned about other
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cultures and gained skills needed to work collaboratively with others. The STM’s graduated at a
higher rate than their peers and transferred to a senior college at a rate of 6.5% higher than their
peers (Corso & Devine, 2013).
Student Effort. The amount of time that students apply to preparation for their
assignments, time spent on task, as well as how often they seek out student support services is
measured by the student effort benchmark. There is an important distinction to note between
motivation and action (McClenney, 2012). Astin (1984) emphasized that what students do with
their time is more important than their intention to accomplish a task. Chickering and Gamson
(1987) indicated that learning can be summed up by the time and energy students expend on their
experience. A critical part of how students exert their effort is based on the ability to prioritize
and manage their time. At community colleges there are a plethora of support services that are
available and highly advertised to students, however they are often not utilized. Students need
help to take advantage of support services, and they often find that having to research resources,
as part of a first-year seminar or student success course, is helpful (O’Gara, Karp, Hughes,
2009). Another added benefit of student success course is that they help students gain
personalized assistance with education planning as well as other useful skills such as study skills
and time management (O’Gara et al., 2009).
Sandoval-Lucero, Maes, & Kingsmith (2014), conducted a study of Latino and AfricanAmerican community college students to determine how cultural resources affect their collegiate
experience as well as impact their retention. Students stated that being able to access their
faculty member outside of class for tutoring or encouragement, be it in person or through
technology, helped influence their decision to persist. This is an important point that while
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students may try, finding faculty and staff who make extra time to avail themselves have a great
impact upon retention.
Academic Challenge. Students that are encouraged to learn beyond their scope of
experiences and to apply what they have learned to real world challenges are considered to
experience academic challenge. Service Learning is a form of pedagogy where students learn
about a topic, participate in activities to help alleviate a problem, and reflect about the topic
(Sass, 2015). For example, students taking a Spanish course may develop bilingual books for
children who are limited English proficient, and then reflect upon how to better help limited
English proficient students. In their study of the effects of Service Learning on community
college students, Sass, (2015), found that participating in Service Learning resulted in greater
self-perception of communication competence and ability. This is likely due to greater academic
interaction with their peers as well as using their cognition to acknowledge and address an issue
in their community.
Another way to academically challenge students is for faculty to provide feedback that is
constructive and encourages the student to work hard to meet or exceed expectations. Cejda &
Hoover (2010), found that Latino community college students appreciate high levels of feedback
that is constructive and motivates them to do better, they also preferred the interaction occur
individually rather than in front of their peers. This is a critical point in terms of creating a
supportive learning environment where students can thrive, particularly Latino community
college students.
Peers, faculty, staff, and others can provide students with feedback regarding their
behaviors in various ways. How they provide it, the type of feedback, and its frequency have the
potential to either help a student learn more about mainstream norms or cause the student to feel
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stressed, and further alienated (De Anda, 1984). However, providing correct feedback that is
concrete and detailed; describing the mistakes made and suggestions for correcting it; and as well
as helping the student understand the general rule for future applicability and providing positive
feedback can help the student’s progression to socialization in college (Cejda & Hoover, 2010).
Student-Faculty Interactions. This benchmark measures that amount of interaction that
students have with faculty in terms of role-models, mentors and guides. In a study of predictors
of learning for community college students, Lundberg (2014) found that frequent interaction
with faculty had the greatest gains for learning in the following areas: general education,
intellectual skill development, science and technology, personal growth, and preparation for
one’s future career.
For Latino community college students, Cejda and Hoover (2010) found that studentfaculty engagement is the best predictor of student persistence. When faculty are
knowledgeable, demonstrate appreciation and emit sensitivity to the cultural background of
Latino students, they are then able to create an environment that facilitates their engagement and
retention (Cejda & Hoover, 2010). As Latino students are social learners, meaning they prefer
collaboration and a cooperative approach to learning rather than individualism and completing
with one another, therefore, faculty who can appreciate their learning style and deliver
instruction accordingly, an environment is created that is supportive rather than teaching with an
approach that is uncomplimentary.
Support for Learners. Students that perceive colleges as invested and concerned about
their success are more likely to persist (Center for Community College Student Engagement,
2012; Braxton et al., 2014). Being able to listen to students, offer guidance and help them
navigate through higher education, in other words, academic advising, is directly related to
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student retention (Kuh et al., 2005). For community college students, the likelihood of
developing meaningful relationships can be challenging due to lack of experience navigating
higher education. In addition to faculty and staff, their peers also play a significant role in
helping them persist through college. According to Dennis, Phinney, & Chauteco (2005),
historically underrepresented students are more likely to persist in college when a strong peer
support system is present because it is a strong predictor of good grades and adjustment.
Students prefer to gain support from their peers who understand the nuances of going to college,
rather than their parents who are unfamiliar and unaccustomed to the college going experience
(Dennis et al., 2005).
Validating Experiences. Barnett (2011), conducted a study to review the impact of
faculty validation of community college students on persistence. Since community college
students engage with faculty more than any other institutional agent on campus, they can help
students feel validated and positively influence their decision to persist. Barnett tested the
impact of higher levels of validation as a predictor of a student’s intent to persist by
administering a survey instrument that was based on Rendón’s (1994) validation theory to
community college students in credit-bearing courses. In addition to creating the first
instrument to assess validation for students, Barnett identified four behaviors that faculty could
incorporate into their teaching to increase validation. The behaviors included: identifying
students by their name; providing instruction that demonstrates care and consideration for
varying types of learners; pedagogy that reflects an appreciation for diversity; and both formal
and informal mentorship (Barnett, 2011).
Enrollment Intensity. Students that register for more credits are more likely to complete
their degree faster and persist more so than students who do not (Crosta, 2014). Some
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explanations for why community college students having varying degree of enrollment are
increased demands to work; poor academic performance; and the structure of the community
colleges that allow students to jump back in and out of their program. According to Nora and
Crisp (2010), 47% of Latino students enroll full-time and 44% of remain continuously
matriculated at the same institution, compared to 63% of White students that enrolled full-time
and 70% remained continuously enrolled.

Crosta, (2013); Attewell, Heil, and Reisel (2011),

found a strong correlation between students that enroll full-time and that are continuously
enrolled between semesters.
Academic Performance. Student academic performance or grade point average is a has
been found to be a leading predictor of student persistence (Nakajima, Dembo, Mossler, 2012;
Adelman, 2006). Crisp and Nora (2010) found that grade point averages were positively related
to Latino community college students’ persistence as those with higher grades were more likely
to be retained than their peers who left college early.
Cohort Pre/Post Policy Changes. Community colleges began making changes to their
policies and practices aimed at improving student outcomes, such as retention and graduation in
the last decade. Many of the practice included preparing for placement tests, eliminating late
registration, mandatory new student orientation, incentivizing increased enrollment, early alert
and intervention, and testing preparation. Based on various studies, the Center for Community
College Student Engagement (Center) recommended that community colleges engage in the
activities and practices because they are likely to improve student success outcomes (Center,
2012).
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Environmental Pull-Factors
This section will include various environmental factors that have the potential to draw a
student away from their studies or closer and lead to greater persistence (Nora, 2003, 2004; Nora
et al, 2006), some examples include: student employment, financial aid, family support available
and family responsibilities.
Employment. Latino students tend to be highly susceptible to environmental pull-factors
such as working off-campus which can affect their ability to enroll full-time (Crisp, Taggart, &
Nora, 2009). Working off-campus and having multiple jobs can be a detractor from student
integration and affect the likelihood of earning a degree for those attending four-year institutions
(McKinney & Novak, 2013; Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, & Pascarella, 1996).
Constant worry about how to pay for college and related expenses, is a barrier that has
implications for persistence. As students turn to work to help offset the cost related to go to
college, they put themselves at a disadvantage, particularly since working part-time or more than
twenty hours a week has been found to adversely impact persistence for college students
(McKinney & Novak, 2013; Attewell & Monaghan, 2016). Another effect of working on
college persistence is that college students need time to go to class, study, and interact with their
peers, however when they leave campus to go to work, they miss out on educational and social
engagement, as well as learning opportunities.
Financial Aid. Financial aid was developed by the federal government to be a societal
equalizer that provides opportunity for low-income students to attend college (Goldrick,
Kelchen, & Harris, 2016). Receipt of financial aid and its positive relationship with persistence
has been supported by research (Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1992; Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, &
Pascarella, 1996). More specifically when students from low-income backgrounds are awarded
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more need-based aid, their retention improves (Goldrick et al., 2016). Financial aid also impacts
student persistence by race. Chen and Desjardins (2010) found that as the amount of financial
aid awards increase, the drop-out rates of minority students decreases with little impact under
similar circumstances for White students.
Offering non-traditional forms of financial aid, such a book vouchers as well as assisting
students in completing the financial aid application process is helpful in retention of minority
students (Cabrera, Burkum, La Nasa, & Bibo, 2012). Awarding financial aid can help students
persist but a lack of financial aid can pull students toward other commitments, thereby negatively
affecting their persistence (Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2006).
Support System. Students who have a family, friends or others who encourage their
attending college have a support system. Parental support has been found to be a source of
encouragement and support for Latino community college students (Gloria & Castellanos, 2012).
By making meaningful connections in college, Latino student can recreate a quasi-family system
that positively impacts their retention (Gloria and Castellanos, 2012). In her study of Latino
students, Benmayor (2002) found that involvement in student organizations and affirmative
action programs have lessened the feelings of invisibility and create family-like groups in
college. Students often cite family members as one of the main motivators and supporters that
encourage their retention in school and to achieve their goals; additionally. For students whose
parents lack cultural capital, students do not perceive lack of resources as a deficit, instead, they
are motivated to improve their circumstances by their parents’ work ethic and strength (Early,
2010).

In a study of community college students at a diverse urban institution, Barbatis (2010),

persisters and graduates were found to have familial support, particularly more from their
mothers than fathers.
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Family Responsibilities. Findings on the relationship between family and Latino
student retention has been mixed, but there seems to be a consensus that it is a major factor
that needs to be studied more. Some have argued that Latino students struggle between meeting
familial obligations such as caring for younger siblings and working and meeting academic
expectations of college (Crisp & Nora, 2010; Lopez, 1995; Young, 1992). However, the financial
and emotional support provided by family is a source of support and motivation for Latino
college students (Hernandez & Lopez, 2004).
Covarrubias and Fryberg (2016) found Latino college students experience family guilt
because of their ability to embark on their educational aspirations and perhaps feeling like they
are leaving their family behind. Family guilt was found to impact their ability to be retained
because it was a reason that they had considered quitting school and working to support their
families financially (Covarrubias and Fryberg, 2016). As students’ perceptions shifted and they
felt their college attendance was connected to long term benefits, such as being able to help their
family’s socioeconomic circumstances, their guilt was lessened (Covarrubias and Fryberg,
2016).
Summary
College student retention is a topic that has been closely studied for the past seventyyears: It is a complex quandary that defies a lone solution, therefore scholars have developed
theories from varying academic disciplines to describe it (Braxton et al., 2014; Habley et al.,
2014; Hirschy, 2017). There are varying opinions on how to measure and define retention which
may be a contributing reason for the lack of model or theory to explain this phenomenon for
community college students.

40

A major critique of the research available is that most retention studies have been focused
on traditional college students enrolled in four-year residential colleges and universities. The
major theoretical perspective that informs retention research is the sociological lens: most
notably, Tinto’s student integration theory and it is widely cited as the foundation for most
models or theories. However, the limitation of student integration theory (Tinto, 1975) is its
lack of applicability to community colleges and historically underrepresented student groups,
such as Latino college students. Student integration theory (Tinto, 1975) lacks application to
community colleges because most are commuter school and their students having competing
obligations that make engaging students in structured academic and social activities even more
challenging.
Several models on student retention in community colleges were presented to provide
more insight into the experience of students attending two-year colleges. Nora’s (2004)
student/institution engagement model provides a linkage between pre-college and pull factors,
sense of purpose and allegiance to the institution, academic and social experiences, cognitive and
non-cognitive outcomes, goal determination/institutional allegiance, and persistence; and is most
notable because of its inclusion of the Latino college student experience.
College student engagement is used to measure institutional effectiveness, particularly as
it impacts community college student retention. Based on Kuh’s student engagement theory
(2001, 2003) the time and effort students devote to educationally purposeful experiences are
correlated with persistence and learning; and it is also the mutual responsibility of institutions to
persuade students to participate in such activities. This literature review includes student
engagement factors (active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge,
student-faculty interaction, support for learner, validating experiences, enrollment intensity, and
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academic performance) that have been found to be relevant in community college student
retention. While the literature is clear that engagement increases the likelihood of student
persistence, few studies have been conducted to specifically investigate Latino community
college student engagement. Nora’s (2004) student/institution engagement model builds on the
work of student integration theory, social capital theory and has been cited as a foundation for
studies that advance research on Latino college students.
This study aims to address some of the gaps in the literature by focusing specifically on
the experience of Latino community college students. Secondly, it will contribute to the field of
retention by providing a study that looks at engagement of Latinos students and their actual firstyear retention to determine which type of engagement have the most predictive explanation for
persistence.
Conceptual Model
The intent of this study is to determine the relationship between student engagement and
first-year retention of Latino community college students. This study proposes a conceptual
framework to help understand the relationship between pre-college factors (gender, English as a
second language, first-generation status, academic readiness, socio-economic status, and age),
institutional engagement factors (active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic
challenge, student-faculty interaction, support for learner, validating experiences, enrollment
intensity, academic performance, cohort-pre/post policy change), and environmental pull-factors
(employment, financial aid, support systems, and family responsibilities) that affect first-year
retention of Latino community college students. Figure 1 demonstrates the proposed conceptual
model in this study was adapted from Nora’s (2004) student/institution engagement model and
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student engagement factors that are found to lead to increased persistence (Kuh, 2001, 2003;
Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Pace, 1984; and Astin 1984).
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Figure 1-Conceptual Model, Adapted from Nora’s (2004) Student/Institution Engagement Model

Pre-College Factors
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gender
English as a Second Language
First-Generation College Student
Academic Readiness
Socio-Economic Status
Age

Institutional Engagement Factors
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Active and Collaborative Learning
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Financial Aid
Family Support Available
Family Responsibilities
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Chapter 3. Methodology
Introduction
This chapter begins with the purpose of the study, research questions, and a description of
the research design selected for this study. A description of the hypothesis, site, sample,
instrument validity, data collection, variables, and data analysis. The final section of the chapter
will provide limitations of the study.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this non-experimental study was to research the relationship between
student engagement and first-year retention of Latino community college students. The
independent variables included three major clusters with subsets: (1) pre-college factors (gender,
English as a second language, first-generation status, academic readiness, socio-economic status,
and age); (2) institutional engagement factors (active and collaborative learning, student effort,
academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, support for learner, validating experiences,
enrollment intensity, academic performance, and cohort-pre/post policy changes); and (3)
environmental pull-factors (employment, financial aid, family support available, and family
responsibilities). The dependent variable is the first-year retention of students.
Pre-college, institutional engagement and environmental pull-factors are a collective set
of constructs that were guided by Nora’s (2004) student/institution engagement model and the
student engagement theories (Kuh, 2001, 2003; Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Pace, 1984; and
Astin 1984). The study of these factors is important because it can provide insight into the
narrowly-studied student behaviors and institutional practices that influence Latino college
student retention. This insight garnered from this study can be of great value because it may
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assist college leaders as they strive to create institutional reform aimed at retaining students to
their first year and through to degree completion.
Research Questions
1. What was the demographic profile of students who took the Community College
Survey of Student Engagement in 2008, 2011, 2014, and 2016 at Mid-Atlantic
Community College?
2. Controlling for pre-college, institutional engagement, and environmental pull-factors,
how do Latino students retain at the end of the first year compared with other
racial/ethnic groups?
3. Controlling for pre-college and environmental pull-factors, are institutional
engagement factors related to first-year retention, different among Latino community
college students and other racial/ethnic groups? If so, how?

Research Design
This study intended to determine the relationship between student engagement factors
and first-year retention of Latino community college students. This study compared the
engagement levels of the analysis sample by using logistical regression to determine whether
Latino students retain differently compared with other racial/ethnic groups. When controlling
for pre-college and environmental pull-factors, a logistical analysis was conducted to determine
if institutional engagement was related to first year retention of Latino community college
students and other racial/ethnic groups.
Each variable in the conceptual model was tested to determine its relationship to firstyear retention by reviewing student records provided by the College, and their responses to the
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CCSSE in 2008, 2012, 2014, and 2016: The CCSSE was only administered during these four
years.
Statement of the Research Hypothesis
The hypothesis of this study was that Latino college students who are more engaged, as
indicated by their scores on institutional engagement factors (active and collaborative learning,
student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, support for learner, validating
experiences, enrollment intensity, academic performance, and cohort-pre/post policy changes),
are more likely to be retained their first-year of college. The conceptual model presented was
guided by Rendón’s (1984) validation theory, Nora’s (2004) student/institution engagement
theory and Kuh’s (2001, 2003) theory of engagement. The model purports that students who are
academically and socially integrated learn more; develop a stronger allegiance to their
institution; and feel like they belong, which influences their decision to persist. A vital aspect of
the model is that the institution has an equal, if not more onerous, responsibility to create
environment and opportunities that encourage students to engage in behaviors that lead to
positive outcomes, such as persistence.
Research Site
This study was conducted at Mid-Atlantic Community College (MACC), a pseudonym
for the research institution, located in the mid-Atlantic region of the U.S. In 2015, the state had a
population of 8,791,894 people, with a median income of $72,093 and while a relatively wealthy
state, 10.8% of the population live under the poverty rate. The state is relatively diverse, and its
racial/ethnic composition is 68.6% White; 17.7% Hispanic/Latino; 13.7% Black/AfricanAmerican; and 8.3% Asian. In terms of educational attainment, 36.8% of the state population
has a bachelor’s degree or higher, when disaggregated by race and ethnicity, 40.5% of Whites;
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21.9% of Black/African-American; 16.8% of Hispanic/Latinos; and 68.1% of Asians have an
earned bachelor’s degree or higher. There are 19 community colleges, and 24 colleges and
universities that confer bachelor’s degrees or higher.
MACC has three campuses and is classified as a suburban/urban college with a 2016
enrollment of 10,185 total undergraduates, of which 56% attend part-time and 44% attend fulltime, 85% of the students were matriculated in a transfer program, and 15% in career/technical
programs. The college is a Hispanic Serving Institution, which means that at least 25% of the
enrollment comprises Hispanic/Latino students, specifically in 2016 its racial/ethnic composition
was 35% Hispanic/Latino; 27% Black/African-American; 18% White; and 4% Asian.
Established in 1933, the state’s oldest community college, MACC is a comprehensive two-year
institution and its mission is to empower its students by providing open access to high quality
and affordable post-secondary education.
MACC is accredited by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education and it offers
more than 60 academic programs that lead to the conferral of an associate of arts, associate of
science, associate of applied science, certificate and certificate of achievement. The student to
faculty ratio is 24:1; with 154 full-time faculty and 425 part-time faculty, and the College has
almost 300 full-time equivalent instructional faculty.
In 2013, MACC was ranked last among the 19 community colleges in the state for
producing graduates: It had a 7% graduation rate, with a demographic make-up of 11% White
students, 6% Hispanic/Latino students, and 5% Black/African-American students who graduated
within 150% timeframe. By 2016, the College was able to increase its graduation rate to 18%,
moving their ranking up in the state to 14th place. It is anticipated that their 2017 graduation rate
will be slightly above 24%. Major increases in educational outcomes were not coincidental but
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were most likely a result of major institutional policy changes to improve the condition of
student outcomes. First, MACC implemented several policy changes, that the Center for
Community College Student Engagement (Center) deemed as High Impact Strategies (2012),
including: Mandatory new student orientation, elimination of late registration financially
incentivizing taking full-time courses; and shifting to a culture of outcomes-based goals
including retention and graduation initiatives. This institution was able to make significant
improvements in its graduation by focusing on retention initiatives for underrepresented students.
This site was selected because almost a third of its student are Latino and it is a public
community college; and because the college has engagement and retention data on students
between 2008 and 2016, providing a reasonable sample for this study.
Sample and Data
With a focus on the relationship between student engagement and first-year retention, the
sample for this study was taken from the CCSSE survey instrument Community College Student
Report (CCSR). Each institution that utilizes the CCSSE administers the CCSR and may
determine the frequency with which they use the survey. In the case of MACC, the College
choose to administer the CCSR during the spring semester on an alternating year cycle. Given
that the sample size in a single year would yield a limited number of participants, the sample for
this study was collected from CCSRs that were administered during the spring semesters during
2008, 2011, 2014, and 2016, to students enrolled in credit bearing courses.
The subject criteria for the analysis sample was those students who provided a valid
identification number on the CCSR and for whom the College had institutional data. Students
that did not include an identification number were excluded because it would be impossible to
access their student records.
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Data Sources
This study utilized two data sources that complimented each other, the CCSSE and
MACC institutional student data. By utilizing two data sources, I was able to identify
participants, obtain demographic information, determine levels of student engagement and firstyear retention. Using both data sets yielded comprehensive information about a student because
the data sources in isolation could not offer information about all the factors being studied (precollege, institutional engagement, and environmental pull-factors). In other words, by combining
the two data sources, I measured all the variables in the conceptual model to make inferences
about their impact first-year student retention.
MACC’s Office of Assessment, Planning, and Research (OARR) provided CCSSE data
for 2008, 2012, 2014, and 2016, and institutional data based on the dependent and independent
variables in the proposed conceptual model in chapter 2. This data was analyzed using SPSS
version 25 and STATA version 15 to conduct logistic regression and generate outputs regarding
factors related to the predictability of first-year retention.
CCSSE Data
The CCSSE (see appendix A) is a 38-point survey related to demographic information
about the student and benchmarks that measure student engagement. Data from the CCSR
primarily offers information about students’ levels of engagement, specifically the factors
identified under institutional engagement section of chapter two, as well as demographic
information. For this study the following data points were obtained from CCSSE data: race,
gender, and English as a Second Language, first-generation status, academic readiness, age,
active and collaborative learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction,
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support for learner, validating experiences, employment, family support systems, and family
responsibilities.
MACC Institutional Data
Demographic information that was not available on the CCSSE was retrieved from
MACC institutional data, specifically from student records. The most critical data obtained from
MACC institutional data was first-year retention. Additionally, the following data points were
obtained from MACC institutional data: academic readiness (pre-college factor), socioeconomic status (pre-college factor), academic performance (institutional engagement factor),
enrollment intensity (institutional engagement factor), and cohort-pre/post policy changes
(institutional engagement factor).
Institutional Review Board (IRB)
According to Creswell (2014) researchers must gain approval from an Institutional
Review Board, to ensure the extent that this study could place human subjects at risk and to
protect welfare and human rights of the participants. Approval was obtained from Seton Hall
University Institutional Review Board to use archival data for this study (See Appendix B.).
MACC’s OARR provided archival data for use with this study and to ensure the privacy of
students, personal identifiers were removed from the data.
Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE)
Student engagement has been found to be closely connected to outcomes such as
persistence and completion (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) however, this area of study has
largely been conducted on students at four-year institutions. Community colleges have unique
student populations and therefore, they warrant specialized instruments to assist educational
leaders in helping students reach their goals. In 2001, the Community College Leadership
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program at the University of Texas, Austin, founded the Center for Community College Student
Engagement (Center). The Center is responsible for the administration of the CCSSE to assist
community colleges with insight into student engagement and its relationship with highly
sought-after educational outcomes, such as persistence and completion (Marti, 2008; Nora,
Crisp, & Matthews, 2011; Kuh, Ikenberry, Iankowski, Cain, Ewell, Hutchings, & Kinsie, 2015).
The CCSSE, was intentionally modeled after the National Survey on Student
Engagement (NSSE). Over 67% the questions overlap between the NSSE and the CCSSE
(Marti, 2008). Simply put, CCSSE is considered a: “benchmarking instrument to establishing
national norms on educational practice and performance by community and technical colleges;
diagnostic tool, identifying areas in which a college can enhance students’ educational
experiences; and a monitoring device, documenting and improving institutional effectiveness
over time” (Center, 2017, para. 5).
Researchers have confirmed the reliability and validity of the instrument as a valuable
measure of quality educational practices and offer community college leaders means for
improving outcomes (McClenney et al., 2012). In their research on the validation of the CCSSE,
McClenney et al. (2012), reported that there was a relationship between student engagement and
outcomes that included academic performance, persistence and attainment. The study included
CCSSE data and student level data for students in the Florida Community College system,
students attending two-year HSI’s and students at schools that were engaged in Achieving the
Dream initiative. Findings were that the instrument was valid and reliable, and active and
collaborative learning was the most persistent benchmark among all students to be predictive of
long-term persistence and degree completion. Student effort was the most strongly related to
retention (McClenney, et al., 2012). This survey is relevant to this study because its results were
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used to determine which institutional engagement factors have the greatest power of predicting
first-year retention for Latino community college students.
Variables
Outcome Variable
The outcome variable of this study was the first-year retention of community college
students, meaning if the student had consecutive enrollment for three semesters, they were
deemed retained. The variable was binary, students that were retained were coded as a
1=retained and if they did not reenroll in their third term, they were coded 0=not retained
(Appendix C).
Independent Variables
Pre-College Variables. Pre-college variables are factors occur before the students enroll
in college and affects student persistence (Astin & Osguera, 2012; Braxton, Doyle, Hartley,
Hirschy, Jones & McLendon, 2014; Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006). The
following variables were used to categorize students in the following groups; gender, English as
a second language, first-generation status, academic readiness, socio-economic status, and age
(Appendix C.).
Institutional Engagement Variables. The variables in this category are reflective of
behaviors and educational practices that have been found important in predicting persistence for
community college students (McClenney et al., 2012). The following continuous variables will
be used to determine levels of student engagement in this study: active and collaborative
learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, support for learner,
validating experiences, enrollment intensity, academic performance and cohort-pre/post policy
change (Appendix C).
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Environmental Pull-Factor Variables. These factors could draw a student away from
their studies or can draw them in closer and lead to greater persistence (Nora, 2003, 2004; Nora
et al, 2006). This study used the following continuous variables to determine the degree to
which they affect first-year retention; employment, financial aid, family support systems, and
family responsibilities.
Cohort-Pre/Post Policy Changes. Samples for this study were derived from four
cohorts, between 2008, 2012, 2014, and 2016. Because they took the CCSR at different points in
time, other factors may have impacted their retention. To control for cohort-affect, this variable
will address influencers that may have created a different pattern in the retention outcome. For
example, one cohort was from 2008, during the Great Recession which may have influenced
their retention. Students that took the CCSSE in 2008 and 2011, were coded as pre-institutional
change and those in 2014 and 2016 were post-institutional change.
Data Analysis
This study employed a non-experimental, quantitative method of inquiry. Given the
purpose of the study and research questions, this method of inquiry was suitable to test the
relationship between student engagement and first-year retention of Latino community college
students. Two software were used to conduct analysis, Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS-25) and STATA (Version 13). Descriptive statistics were utilized to respond to
the first research question using percentages for categorical variables and mean, standard error
and range for continuous variables to describe the characteristics of students that took the
CCSSE.
Logistical regression is a technique that is used to study the predictable relationship of
multiple independent variables and a binary/dichotomous outcome variable (Tabachnick and
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Fidell, 2007; French, Immekus, &Yen, 2013). It is appropriate to use this technique to answer
the second and third research questions because logistical regression examined the probability of
the predictor variables (pre-college, institutional engagement and environmental pull-factors), in
the proposed conceptual model, and their degree of influence upon the outcome variable (firstyear retention) that is binary/dichotomous.
Limitations
There were several limitations identified in this study. The first, the focus of the study
was on a single outcome, rather than including how engagement ultimately impacts degree
completion, may be a limitation. As transient students, community college completion may be
harder to capture, and the data may be unavailable. This study contributes to the limited research
available on the retention of Latino community college students, which can help to understand
the problem of attrition at the early stages.
Secondly, this study was conducted at a single institution that made exceptional
improvement in its completion outcomes, however, the findings may not be generalizable to
Latino community college students at other two-year institutions. Another limitation is that by
utilizing archival data, access to all the variables in Nora’s (2004) student/institutional
engagement model were not available for study and the researcher had to rely on the accuracy of
the information provided by the institution. Lastly, there were variables that were related to
retention and not included in the study, such as college preparation courses in high school, high
school grade point average, enrollment in student success courses in college, and SAT and ACT
college entrance examination scores.
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Chapter IV. Results
Introduction
This chapter includes demographic statistics for the variables used in this study. Logistic
regression models are presented to answer the research question regarding how Latino students
are retained their first-year; and when controlling for pre-college and environmental pull-factors;
and secondly how student engagement is related to first-year retention of Latino and non-Latino
college students. Findings from the analysis are presented and followed by a discussion of the
results in chapter 5.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this non-experimental study was to investigate the relationship between
student engagement and first-year retention of Latino students in community college. The
independent variables used were categorized into three subgroups: (1) pre-college factors
(gender, English as a second language, first-generation status, academic readiness, socioeconomic status, and age); (2) institutional engagement factors (active and collaborative
learning, student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, support for learner,
validating experiences, enrollment intensity, academic performance, and cohort-pre/post
institutional change); and (3) environmental pull-factors (employment, financial aid, family
support systems, and family responsibilities). The dependent or outcome variable was first-year
retention.
Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:
1. What was the demographic profile of students who took the Community College Survey of
Student Engagement in 2008, 2011, 2014, and 2016 at Mid-Atlantic Community College?
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2. Controlling for pre-college, institutional engagement, and environmental pull-factors,
how do Latino students retain at the end of the first year compared with other racial/ethnicity
groups?
3. Controlling for pre-college and environmental pull-factors, are institutional
engagement factors related to first-year retention different across Latino community college
students and other racial/ethnic groups? If so, how?
Instrumentation
This study utilized a quantitative research design using secondary data analysis of
students who completed the CCSSE questionnaire between 2008 and 2016. The CCSSE is a 38item survey instrument that assesses five benchmarks to measure student engagement among
U.S. community colleges. Originally launched in 2006, the instrument did not change until
2016, and the same instrument was used for all students included in this study. Between 2008
and 2016, the questionnaire was administered four times at the study site. Exploration and
testing of the CCSSE psychometrics have been studied and the instrument was found to be
reliable (Marti, 2008).
Data Sampling
To maintain the anonymity of the host site, references to the institution used the
pseudonym Mid-Atlantic Community College (MACC). In 2008, MACC began to administer
the CCSSE, a 38-question survey administered by paper and pencil during the spring semester.
The survey was randomly administered to students enrolled in credit-bearing courses and
stratified by course start time. Upon completion, the surveys were returned by MACC to the
Center to be compiled and aggregated. The Center returned a report to MACC with comparisons
of results with other community colleges nationwide.

57

Students were not required to provide their student identification number on the survey,
although 70% did. The identification numbers on the survey were compared to the student
identification numbers for the students registered in the courses when the CCSSE was
administered. MACC generated several reports including verified identification numbers, grade
point average, Pell grant award information, racial/ethnicity, gender, and enrollment information
for this study.
Multiple Imputation
For the analytic sample, less than 10% of the data was missing. One option to address
the missing data would have been to eliminate the cases that were not complete, however by
deliberately eliminating cases of non-responders, that sample would no longer have been
randomized, and I risked creating bias (Rubin, 2004). One statistical technique that is
recommended to analyze incomplete datasets in surveys (Rubin, 2004), is multiple imputation.
This technique in optimal with surveys, because the instruments typically collect vast amount of
data points about the subjects that can be used to develop a distribution of possible responses
(Rubin, 2004). Other advantages of multiple imputation are increased estimation efficiency
because of the random drawing that occurs when the technique attempts to represent the
distribution of the data (Rubin, 2004). Multiple imputed data sets can be analyzed using identical
standards as complete sets and merging the results leads to valid statistical inferences (Yuan,
2010). The analysis data set was imputed 25 times to create a complete dataset.
Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive statistics were used in Table 1 and included percentage, mean, standard error,
and range for both the dichotomous outcome variable and the independent variables. Retention
was measured by students who registered for classes either the summer or fall following their
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first-year. New students who enroll in either the summer preceding or fall of their first year of
college, were considered members of a first-time, full-time cohort that institutions track and
report their retention rates. More than three-quarters (75.8%) of all first-time students in the
sample were retained their first-year.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics-Dependent and Independent Variables (N=620)
Study Characteristics
Dependent Variable
First Year Retention
Retained
Independent Variables
Race/Ethnicity
Latino/Hispanic
Black/African-American
White
Other

%

75.8

30.3
28.1
28.2
13.4

Pre-College Factors
Gender
Male
Female
English as Second Language
English First Language
English Second Language
First-Generation College Student
Non-First Generation
First Generation
Academic Readiness
No Remediation Needed
Remediation Necessary
Socio-economic Status
No Pell Awarded
Pell Awarded
Age
Non-Traditional Student
Traditional Age Student

45.3
54.7
74.0
26.0
39.3
60.7
30.8
69.2
48.7
51.3
15.2
84.8

59

M

Std. Err.

Min.

Max.

Institutional Engagement Factors
Active and Collaborative Learning
Student Effort
Academic Challenge
Student-Faculty Interaction
Support for Learner
Validating Experiences
Scores at Midpoint and Lower
Scores Higher than Midpoint
Enrollment Intensity
Part-Time
Full-Time
Academic Performance
Grade Point Average-CCSSE Semester

0.35
0.50
0.60
0.43
0.46

.006
.161
.159
.008
.009

0
0.03
0.13
0
0

.049

0

0.90
0.94
0.98
1
1

21.0
79.0
19.2
80.8
2.46

Environmental Pull-Factors
Employment
Not Employed
Employed
Financial Aid
Used Loans to Pay Tuition
Did Not Use Loans to Pay Tuition
Family Support Available
Not Likely
Likely
Very Likely
Family Responsibilities
No Dependent Responsibility
Is Responsible for Dependents

4

26.2
73.8
26.4
73.6
12.0
21.0
67.0
46.0
54.0

The demographic composition of the analytic sample was 30.3% Latino/Hispanic; 28.1%
Black/African-American; and 28.2% White. The “Other” race category accounted for 13.4% of
the sample and was recoded, due to low frequency, to include those who identified as American
Indian or other Native American; Asian, Asian American or Pacific Islander; Native Hawaiian;
and Other. The remaining independent variables were described in the same format as the
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conceptual model proposed for this study and were categorized as pre-college factors,
institutional engagement factors, and environmental pull-factors.
Descriptive Summary for Pre-College Factors
The study included 620 community college students who took the CCSSE in their
freshman year of college. Most of the students identified themselves as female (54.7%); were
native speakers of English (74.0%); and more than half were first-generation college students
(60.7%). Consistent with the data on community college students, approximately two-thirds of
students (69.2%), were not college-ready and needed remediation in math, English, and/or
reading. Due to the income requirements of Pell grants, the awarding of Pell was used as a
substitute for socio-economic status. Over half of the students (51.3%) met low-income income
criteria and were awarded the Pell grant. Students in the sample were young (84.8%), and
categorized as traditional students, age 18-23.
Descriptive Summary for Institutional Engagement Factors
For Active and Collaborative Learning, the benchmark that measures the extent to which
students actively participate in class, their interactions with their student peers, and extending
learning beyond the classroom (McClenney, et al., 2012), students scored the lowest in this
category (M=0.35; S.E.=.006). For the Student Effort benchmark, or the amount of time that
students apply to preparation for their assignments, time spent on task, as well as how often they
seek out student support services (McClenney, et al., 2012) the average score was the second
highest of the benchmarks (M=0.50; SE=.161). Academic Challenge or when students are
encouraged to learn beyond their scope of experiences and to apply what they have learned to
real world challenges (McClenney, et al., 2012), had the highest average score among the five
CCSSE benchmarks (M=0.60; SE=.159). Student-Faculty Interaction, or the amount of
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interaction that students have with faculty in terms of role-models, mentors and guides, had the
second lowest average score (M=0.46; SE=.009). Support for Learners, or when a student that
perceives the college is invested and concerned about their success, had the middle most score
among the CCSSE benchmarks (M=0.46; SE=.009).
Although not a CCSSE benchmark, validating experiences was included in the proposed
conceptual model based on the Rendón’s validation theory that emphasized how institutions can
improve the experience of their students by creating meaningful relationships and interactions
(1994). Most of the students (79%), had scores above the midpoint. Students tended to enroll
full-time (80%) and the average grade point average during the spring semester when they took
the CCSSE was 2.46 on a 4.0 scale.
Descriptive Summary of Environmental Pull-Factors
Like many community college students, the subjects of the study had a job (73.8%); and
did not rely on student-loans (73.6%) to pay tuition. Family support was very likely (67%) and
over half of the students were responsible for dependents (54%).
Logistic Regression Analysis
This study explored the association between student engagement and first-year retention
using logistic regression analyses (Table 2). Tables 2 provides the logistic regression results for
predictor variables in the proposed conceptual model of this study. Odds Ratio, standard error
and levels of significance were used to determine whether the independent variables had a
significant relationship with the dichotomous outcome variable-first-year retention. Three
analyses were conducted, the first (Table 2) was for independent variables that predict first-year
retention; the second (Table 3) and third analysis (Table 4) were to better understand the
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relationships between student engagement and first-year retention, based on racial /ethnicity
factors.

Table 2. Logistic Regression-Predictors of First-Year Retention (Analytic Sample N=620)
OR

Study Characteristics
Race/Ethnicity
Black/African-American
White
Other
Pre-College Factors
Gender
Female
English as a Second Language
English Second Language
First-Generation College Student
First Generation
Academic Readiness
Remediation Necessary
Socio-economic Status
Pell Awarded
Age
Non-Traditional Student
Institutional Engagement Factors
Active and Collaborative Learning
Student Effort
Academic Challenge
Student-Faculty Interaction
Support for Learner
Validating Experiences
Scores Higher than Midpoint
Enrollment Intensity
Full-Time
Academic Performance
Grade Point Average-CCSSE Semester
Cohort-Pre/Post Policy Change
Post-Institutional Policy Change
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Std. Err. Sig.

0.92
0.64
0.91

0.27
0.19
0.32

1.27

0.27

2.08

0.58

1.07

0.24

1.50

0.35

1.08

0.25

0.62

0.19

0.02
1.26
2.03
2.05
0.89

0.02
1.00
1.66
1.51
0.50

***

1.71

0.44

*

1.44

0.37

1.46

0.13

0.89

0.20

**

***

Environmental Pull-Factors
Employment
Employed
0.81
Financial Aid
Used Loans to Pay Tuition
1.08
Family Support Available
Likely
0.80
Very Likely
0.94
Family Responsibilities
Is Responsible for Dependents
1.15
Note: Imputed Dataset. Significance: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

0.20
0.25
0.29
0.30
0.24

Analysis 1. Predictors of First-Year Retention.
Analysis of predictor variables were categorized into pre-college, institutional
engagement and environmental pull factors. Pre-college factors were gender, English as a native
language, first-generation college student status, academic readiness, Pell grant, and age.
Institutional engagement variables included the CCSSE benchmarks or Active and Collaborative
Learning, Student Effort, Academic Challenge, Support for Learner, validating experiences,
enrollment intensity, and academic performance. Environmental pull-factor variables were
employment, student loans, family support, and family responsibilities.
There was evidence of a significant relationship between first-year retention and English
as a Second Language, as demonstrated in Table 2. There was a positive relationship between
non-native speakers of English and first-year retention, (OR=2.08, p<0.01), meaning non-native
speakers of English were 1.08 times more likely to be retained than native speakers of English.
Students who scored higher than the midpoint on validating experiences were .71 times more
likely to be retained their first-year (OR=1.71, p<.05); and students who earned a 2.42 grade
point average or higher the semester they took the CCSSE, were .46 times more likely to be
retained (OR=1.46; p<.001). Active and collaborative learning had a negative relationship
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(OR=.02; p<.001) with first-year retention, meaning that students were less likely to be retained
if they had a higher score on the active and collaborative learning benchmark. This finding
seemed to be in contradiction to the literature. To rule out any errors with the data analysis, I
reviewed the distribution, conducted tests for correlation, checked for multicollinearity using
variance inflation factor, and there did not appear to be a problem with the data or the analysis.
What may explain the inconsistent finding is that the frequency distribution for this variable
showed that most of the students scored closer to the lower end of the scale than the higher half,
with most scoring below 0.50. The skewed data may not be reliable for accurate estimation.
The final variable in the model was the cohort variable, or whether the student was
enrolled before or after 2012 when the college underwent significant changes in their student
success efforts. Students were coded as either in the cohort before the change, 2008 and 2011, or
cohorts after the institutional changes 2014 and 2016. The cohort variable was not found to be
statistically significant in predicting first-year retention, meaning that the retention rate seems to
be similar before and after the college’s policy change.
Analysis 2. Multiple Logistic Regression for Latino Community College Students.
To answer the third research question: Controlling for pre-college and environmental
pull-factors, are institutional engagement factors related to first-year retention different across
Latino community college students and other racial/ethnic groups, if so how; a logistic regression
was conducted for Latino community college students (Table 3) and non-Latino college students
(Table 4).
Among Latino community college students, only active and collaborative learning
(OR=.008, p<.001) was found to be significantly associated with first-year retention. The
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relationship was negative, meaning the higher a student scored on active and collaborative
learning benchmark, the less likely they were to be retained their first-year of college.
Table 3. Logistic Regression-Latino Community College Students (N=188)
Study Characteristics
Pre-College Factors
Gender
Female
English as Second Language
English Second Language
First-Generation College Student
First Generation
Academic Readiness
Remediation Necessary
Socio-economic Status
Pell Awarded
Age
Non-Traditional Student
Institutional Engagement Factors
Active and Collaborative Learning
Student Effort
Academic Challenge
Student-Faculty Interaction
Support for Learner
Validating Experiences
Scores Higher than Midpoint
Enrollment Intensity
Full-Time
Academic Performance
Grade Point Average-CCSSE Semester
Environmental Pull-Factors
Employment
Employed
Student Loans
Used Loans to Pay Tuition
Family Support Available
Likely
Very Likely
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OR

Std. Err.

1.20

0.55

1.59

0.69

0.99

0.50

0.85

0.43

1.95

0.87

0.69

0.45

.008
0.05
18.3
5.01
1.82

.015
0.09
34.5
8.66
2.14

1.23

0.72

2.23

1.18

1.31

0.23

0.60

0.35

0.70

0.36

0.48
0.74

0.40
0.55

Sig.

*

Family Responsibilities
Is Responsible for Dependents
2.41
Note: Imputed Dataset. Significance: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

1.11

Analysis 3. Logistic Regression for Non-Latino Community College Students.
The second aspect of the third research question was answered by conducting a logistic
regression on non-Latino community college students. Five characteristics were found to be
significant predictors of first-year retention of non-Latino community college students (Table 4).
Students whose native language was not English (OR=2.69; p<.05); those who needed to take
remedial courses (OR=1.96; p<.05); and those who had lower scores on the Active and
Collaborative Learning variable (OR=0.03; p<.01) were more likely to be retained their firstyear. Academic performance, or grade point average (OR=1.56; p<.001), had a strong positive
relationship with first-year retention. Lastly, students who perceived a sense of validation (OR=
2.06; p<.05) because of their relationships with their peers, faculty and administrators, were
more likely to be retained their first-year of college.
Table 4. Logistic Regression-Non-Latino College Students (N=432)
Equation Variables
Race/Ethnicity
White
Other
Pre-College Factors
Gender
Female
English as Second Language
English Second Language
First-Generation College Student
First Generation
Academic Readiness
Remediation Necessary
Socio-Economic Status
Pell Awarded
Age
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OR

Std. Err. Sig.

0.64
0.96

0.20
0.34

1.30

0.33

2.69

1.08

1.00

0.26

1.96

0.55

0.83

0.26

*

*

Non-Traditional Student
Institutional Engagement Factors
Active and Collaborative Learning
Student Effort
Academic Challenge
Student-Faculty Interaction
Support for Learner
Validating Experiences
Scores Higher than Midpoint
Enrollment Intensity
Full-Time
Academic Performance
Grade Point Average-CCSSE Semester
Environmental Pull-Factors
Employment
Employed
Financial Aid
Used Loans to Pay Tuition
Family Support Available
Likely
Very Likely
Family Responsibilities
Is Responsible for Dependents
Note: Imputed Dataset. Significance: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

0.58

0.21

0.03
2.91
1.36
1.67
0.62

0.03
2.69
1.29
1.41
0.43

**

2.06

0.63

*

1.23

0.38

1.56

0.16

0.98

0.28

1.23

0.34

0.92
0.99

0.39
0.37

0.88

0.22

***

Interaction Effect Test
When comparing the engagement and retention relationships between Latino and nonLatino groups, there are differences between the two groups that would appear to mean that
Latino and non-Latino student engage differently (Tables 4 and 5). However, the significance of
the differences needed to be tested. Interaction effect tests were conducted to determine if there
was a statistically significant difference in the relationship between engagement and retention
between Latino and non-Latino students. As evident in Table 6, none of the interaction effect
68

terms were statistically significant. This means that, in this study, Latino and non-Latino groups
were found to have different engagement factors that affect their first-year retention, but the
difference was not statistically significant.
Table 5. Engagement and Retention Across Racial/Ethnic Groups and Interaction Effect
Subject Characteristics
Pre-College Factors
Gender
Female
English as Second Language
English Second Language
First-Generation College Student
First Generation
Academic Readiness
Remediation Necessary
Socio-economic Status
Pell Awarded
Age
Non-Traditional Student
Institutional Engagement Factors
Active and Collaborative Learning
Student Effort
Academic Challenge
Student-Faculty Interaction
Support for Learner
Validating Experiences
Scores Higher than Midpoint
Enrollment Intensity
Full-Time
Academic Performance
Grade Point Average-CCSSE Semester
Environmental Pull-Factors
Employment
Employed
Financial Aid
Used Loans to Pay Tuition
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OR

Std. Err.

Sig.

1.29

0.27

2.10

0.59

1.06

0.24

1.52

0.36

1.17

0.25

0.63

0.19

0.02
1.50
1.87
2.10
0.92

0.02
1.19
1.53
1.54
0.52

***

1.93

0.57

*

1.40

0.36

1.48

0.15

0.80

0.20

1.12

0.26

**

***

Family Support Available
Likely
Very Likely
Family Responsibilities
Is Responsible for Dependents

0.84
0.97

0.31
0.31

1.17

0.25

0.60

0.34

Interaction Test
Race * Validating Experiences

Race * Academic Performance
0.87
0.16
Note: Imputed Dataset. Significance: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

Summary
The goal of this non-experimental study was to examine the predictors of first-year
retention of community college students. I utilized data from a community college in the MidAtlantic region. Results from the CCSSE during 2008, 2011, 2014, and 2016 were combined to
create the original sample. Once the criteria for the analytic sample (N=620), students who
attended college for the first time and took the CCSSE in the spring semester of their first-year,
the size decreased to 31% of the original sample.
Given that there was less than 10% missing data, multiple imputation technique was used
to complete the dataset. Testing for multicollinearity using variance inflation factor was applied
and no issues were identified. A logistic regression with imputed data was used to determine the
relationship between the pre-college, institutional engagement, and environmental pull-factors
and first-year retention. English as a second language, academic performance, validation and
active and collaborative learning were found to be statistically significant at p<.05 or higher.
Active and collaborative learning benchmark had a negative relationship with first-year
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retention. However, this may have been a result of the distribution with most of the students’
scores .5 or lower on this benchmark.
Two additional logistic regressions were conducted to determine whether students based
on race, had different outcomes. The analysis results showed that for Latino community college
students, the Active and Collaborative Learning variable was the only predictor of first-year
retention and it too was found to have a negative relationship. Meaning the more students spent
time applying their learning to practical applications, actively participated in class, and extended
learning beyond the classroom, the less likely they were to be retained their first-year of college.
For non-Latino college students, being a non-native speaker of English; required to take
developmental or remedial courses; higher grade point averages; and higher validation scores
were more likely to be retained their first-year of college. As with the previous multiple logistic
regression, Active and Collaborative Learning had a negative relationship with retention. An
interaction effect test was conducted and showed that while there were differences between
Latino and non-Latino groups in terms of engagement factors and retention, the difference was
not found to be statistically significant. The following chapter includes a discussion of
conclusions, recommendations and opportunities for future research.
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Chapter V. Conclusion, Implications, And Recommendations
Introduction
This chapter presents the research problem, research study questions and the study
design. The following section of this chapter aims to identify conclusions, recommendations for
policy and practice, as well as future research. At the end of the chapter, a conclusion of the
study is provided.
Research Problem
Community colleges enroll 7 million of the 21 million undergraduates and over half of
historically underrepresented college students in the United States (AACC, 2017). A problem
that has challenged higher education for over three decades, has been that half of community
college students leave college within their first year without earning a degree or certificate
(Mortenson, 2012). The first-year of college is vital to retention and eventually accomplishing
graduation and/or transfer for first-time college students (Braxton, 2012).
Given the increased scrutiny on higher education institutions to produce better retention
outcomes, and with the limited availability of research conducted in community colleges, it was
important to determine which factors may predict first-year retention, particularly among Latino
students. Latino students are among the largest and fastest growing minority group in the United
States, and they attend community colleges more often than any other racial/ethnic group, yet
their retention rates are not aligned with their enrollment rates.
Over 70% of community colleges utilize the Community College Survey of Student
Engagement (CCSSE) to assess student engagement and institutional effectiveness (Center,
2012) to address institutional challenges in retaining first-time students. The proposed
conceptual model in this study was based on Nora’s (2004) student/institution engagement model
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because of its inclusion of the experience of Latino college students, as well as student
engagement theories (Kuh, 2001, 2003; Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Pace, 1984; and Astin
1984) used by CCSSE to develop benchmarks that measure student engagement that can predict
persistence.
The goal of this study was to investigate the relationship between student engagement
and first-year retention of Latino community college students, by conducting a logistic
regression to analyze CCSSE and actual student data.
Research Questions
This study had a non-experimental quantitative research design guided by the following
questions:
1. What was the demographic profile of students who took the Community College
Survey of Student Engagement in 2008, 2011, 2014, and 2016 at Mid-Atlantic
Community College?
2. Controlling for pre-college, institutional engagement, and environmental pull-factors,
how do Latino students retain at the end of their first year compared with other
racial/ethnic groups?
3. Controlling for pre-college and environmental pull-factors, are institutional
engagement factors related to first-year retention, different among Latino community
college students and other racial/ethnic groups? If so, how?

Hypothesis
The hypothesis of this study was that the more engaged Latino community college
students were, as indicated by their scores on institutional engagement factors, the more likely
they were to be retained their first-year of college. The rationale was based on the following
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theoretical models; validation theory (Rendón, 1984), student/institution engagement theory
(Nora, 2004) and theory of engagement (Kuh, 2001, 2003), that posited that students who are
academically and socially integrated learn more; develop a stronger allegiance to their
institution; and feel like they belong, which positively influences their decision to persist. An
important aspect of this hypothesis was that institutions had an equal responsibility to create an
environment and opportunities that encourage students to engage in behaviors that lead to
positive outcomes, such as persistence.
Sample
Data for this study was obtained from a community college in the Mid-Atlantic region,
with a Hispanic Serving Institution designation, and included raw data from the CCSSE between
2008-2016; and institutional data with first-year retention, grade-point average, and Pell grant
award information. The criteria for subjects in the analytic sample (N=620) was students who
provided valid identification numbers and first-year students entering college in the summer or
fall preceding the CCSSE. Fall and summer were chosen as the starting semester to parallel the
federal definition for a first-time student that institutions use in reporting.
Conclusions
While my hypothesis was not realized because there was no significant finding that found
Latino community college students who were more engaged would be more likely to be retained,
there were interesting findings that can help community college leaders better understand the
retention experience of their students. This section presents the conclusions for significant
findings, followed by recommendations for policy and practice, and future research.
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Retention Rate
The sample for this study had a higher retention rate than average community colleges;
this may have occurred because the students in the sample were consecutively enrolled. This
may have affected the findings because the way retention rates are calculated do not consider the
second semester, just the first and second. Therefore, the students in this sample may have been
unique in that they were able to continue their enrollment without interruption and thereby
increase their likelihood for retention. According to Crosta, (2014); Attewell, Heil, and Reisel
(2011), there is a strong correlation between students who remain consecutively enrolled and
retention. Student retention is typically calculated based on whether students from an incoming
cohort in the fall returned the following fall, regardless of their enrollment intensity. But the
students in this study were enrolled in the fall and spring. Meaning that consecutive enrollment
may have played a role in the increased retention rate and warrants further exploration.
Demographic Profile of Students Who took the CCSSE
Descriptive statistics were used to create a baseline for the students who took the CCSSE
between 2008-2016. First-year retention for the sample was higher than the national average.
The students in the analytic sample were retained for two or three consecutive semesters prior to
taking the CCSSE. As previously stated, federal guidelines define retention as who enrolled in
the summer or fall and re-enrolled the following fall semester, without consideration for students
that dropped out in spring and returned in fall. I selected first-year students for this study to
assess student engagement at the same point in time for the entire sample.
Students in the study had a similar demographic profile to community college students in
many ways. Students from this study were predominately from historically underrepresented
racial groups; were more likely to be females; the majority were the first in their family to go to

75

college; they were from lower socio-economic backgrounds; they were employed; had family
supporting their pursuit of a higher education; and had dependents that they needed to take care
of. Interestingly, the study’s findings suggested that the students in the sample were less likely
to utilize student loans to pay for school; and this cohort needed remediation more so than the
national average for community college students. Unlike the national demographic profile of
community colleges students, the sample was comprised entirely of students enrolled in courses
full-time, which may have attributed to the elevated first-year retention rate; and they were much
younger than the average age of community college students (AACC, 2017).

First-Year Retention of Latino Students
A logistic regression showed that there was no statistical difference in the first-year
retention rate of Latino community college students when controlling for pre-college,
institutional engagement and environmental pull-factors. There were two surprising findings
from the analysis. The first was that the odds of retaining non-native speakers of English were
1.08 times larger than native speakers, whereas the literature has stated that being labeled as an
ESL student hurts persistence (Hodara, 2015).
The second surprise finding was the students who scored higher on active and
collaborative learning, were less likely to be retained, whereas engagement literature posits that
students who engage in these activities are more developed learners and are more likely to persist
(Kuh 2001 & 2004; Astin, 1984, Chickering and Gamson, 1984). Several tests were conducted
to ensure there were no errors with the data. A possible explanation for the second finding, that
contradicts much of the literature, was that the frequency distribution for this variable showed
that most of the students scored closer to the lower end of the scale, most scored below 0.50.
Community college students are often burdened by several responsibilities that limit their
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availability and perhaps expecting them to tutor others or engage in learning beyond the
classroom, as measured in the active and collaborative engagement benchmark, may make them
overextended, resulting in early departure.
Students who had a grade point average higher than 2.46 had greater odds of being
retained; this was consistent with the literature supporting academic performance during the first
semester or first year of college, is the most consistent predictor of persistence (Stewart, Lim, &
Kim, 2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; McGrath & Braunstein, 1997). There was a
significant finding for students who scored high on validating experiences. This finding supports
Rendón’s (1994) theory that the students were more likely to persist if they encounter an
environment where their backgrounds and experiences were validated, and they felt a sense of
belonging. Barnett (2011) found that faculty relationships are strongly correlated to perception
of validation and student persistence.
Although this institution implemented several student success initiatives to improve
retention and graduation outcomes, such as mandatory new student orientation, elimination of
late-registration, case management and intrusive advising, financial incentives for taking more
courses; and an emphasis on graduation, there appeared to be no significant difference in
retention rates between students enrolled pre-or-post institutional policy changes. However, an
explanation for this finding might be that results from institutional change may take more time to
see significant results and the sample size may have been too small to have a correlational
finding.
Latino Student Engagement and First-Year Retention
The final two analyses that were conducted were to determine the relationship between
institutional engagement and retention by racial/ethnic subgroups. For Latino students, one
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institutional engagement variable that was significantly associated with first-year retention was
active and collaborative learning; and like the first analysis, there was a negative relationship
with retention; meaning, the higher Latino students scored on this variable, the less likely they
were to be retained their first-year. Institutional engagement and retention for non-Latino
college students was then analyzed and three institutional engagement (academic performance,
validating experiences and active and collaborative learning) and two pre-college factors
(English language and academic preparation) had significant relationships with first-year
retention.
This study’s findings may suggest that when comparing the relationship between
engagement and retention for Latino and non-Latino groups, there were differences between the
two groups that would appear to mean that Latino and non-Latino student engage differently.
However, interaction effect tests were conducted, and the differences were not found to be
statistically significant.
Policy and Practice Recommendations
This study found that there was no statistically significant difference in the way that
Latino college students are retained. Also, the relationship between institutional engagement and
first-year retention was difference for Latino and non-Latino students, but the difference was not
statistically significant. Lastly, there were four factors that were found to be statistically
significant in predicting first-year retention. Based on the findings from this study, the following
are policy recommendations for community college leaders and practitioners.
Recommendation 1. Validating Latino Students
The findings of this study suggest that students who score higher on the validating
experiences variable were more likely to be retained. This finding supported the importance for
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institutions to create a culture of student success and encouraging all students to be welcomed
into the learning community. Given that Latino college students are less likely to engage in
traditional student activities, their main contact at the institution is likely to be their peers and
faculty. It is recommended that community college leaders promote and create a culture where
all racial/ethnic groups are welcomed, celebrated, and supported. Faculty are instrumental in
validating students by acknowledging that students’ experiences are compelling and that they
contribute to the learning and knowledge that is gained by all students, this can happen both
inside and out of the classroom and it should be on-going throughout the students’ enrollment at
the institution (Linares & Munoz, 2011).
Some examples of how institutions can do more to become involved in students’ lives
and offer an understanding of the challenges that they experience, are to offer services in spaces
that are welcoming to students with children; provide social services on campus; offering space
for student to engage in prayer and worship (Davidson & Wilson, 2017). Given that Latino
community college students do not reside on campus and have many more roles than just being a
student, these examples are alternative ways to engage students without asking them to change,
but rather encouraging that institutions find better ways to help them belong and hence improve
retention outcomes.
Recommendation 2. Monitor Academic Performance
Academic performance was defined as students’ grade point average the semester they
took the CCSSE and was strongly correlated with first-year retention. As an institutional
engagement factor, and the most likely predictor of first-year retention (McGrath & Braunstein,
1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Stewart, Lim, & Kim, 2015), ensuring that processes are in
place to address poor performance early is vital.
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Institutions need to ensure that their academic policies create early identification of
students who are not performing well academically or are experiencing challenges that could
interfere with their continued enrollment in college. Students need to know their grades in real
time and yet often some faculty do not provide grades until it becomes too late to help the
student redirect. Early identification of students in jeopardy is more like to occur if policies
require faculty to report grades, electronically, and at various points in the semester. This
provides students with an opportunity to adjust their studying, and it allows for student support
services personnel to intervene.
Early alert systems are a useful resource to faculty when for example, they note that a
student has stopped attending class, engaging in discussion boards, failing assignments or tests,
because it solicits the help of academic counselor who can reach out to students to help them
identify resources that can help them get back on course (Center, 2012). But with large caseload
and various faculty demands, without a policy that requires faculty to become trained on how to
use early alerts, and advisors that are tasked with assisting students, some may choose not to
engage in a notification system.
Academic warning or dismissal typically does not occur until a second or third semester.
With community college students leaving college typically during their first year, first semester
grade should be monitored to assist students who may be struggling. An academic policy
requiring tracking of students from their first semester of enrollment and identifying those who
are not doing well is another approach to improve student persistence.
Recommendation 3. English as a Second Language
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The logistic regression model for the analytic sample found that students who are nonnative speakers of English are more likely to be retained in their first-year of college. This is in
contradiction to the literature that posits ESL students as less likely to be retained due to the
curriculum design and structure of ESL programs in community colleges (Hodara, 2015). One
explanation may be that students do not become affected by the discouragement that is reported
after students take remedial courses. According to Conway (2009) students who are required to
take ESL courses, are less likely to take remedial courses and do not experience discouragement
that others who take remedial classes experience early on, thereby leading to increased
persistence. One recommendation may be, when possible, to combine ESL courses with credit
bearing courses. Secondly, institutions need to review their ESL programs to determine if they
are structured in way that helps students develop their language skills without creating additional
burdens.
Recommendation 4. Encourage Consecutive Enrollment
MACC used financial incentives to encourage students to take 15 credits or more to
ensure they graduate on-time. Other community college have implemented this policy as well.
This study suggests that students who were consecutively enrolled, had higher persistence rate.
Therefore, it is recommended that policies be created that incentivize consecutive enrollment in
addition to an increased course load.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study provided insight that was not readily available to researcher because of the
inaccessibility of both institutional student records and CCSSE student engagement data. By
conducting the study at a single institution, I was able to access both CCSSE results and student
records. However, generalizations could not be made of Latino students at all community
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colleges because of the sample size and the study was conducted at a single institution. For
future research, the study could be replicated at more than one community college, in and
beyond the Mid-Atlantic region, to be able to infer generalizations about the outcomes and
further investigate the potential influence of varying geographic areas.
By controlling for many of the factors that could influence retention, I was able to
determine whether there was a relationship between engagement and first-year retention. While
this study found four significant factors that can affect retention, the literature supports that more
factors in the conceptual model have been found to be significant in predicting retention; this
may have been attributed to the number of variables or sample size. Future research may focus
on institutional engagement factors and retention alone.
Multiple variables were used to control for bias and other related issues, to limit the
number of predictor variables, I decided to use compiled scores for institutional engagement
benchmarks (active and collaborative learning, academic challenge, student effort, studentfaculty interaction, and support for student) calculated by CCSSE rather than using the survey
questions that made up a benchmark. While various tests were conducted to ensure that the data
was handled properly and there was no collinearity, the variable for active and collaborative
learning was found to have a negative and significant relationship with retention, this may be
because I used the compiled scores for CCSSE benchmarks. Future replications of this study
may consider adjusting the research design to use disaggregated survey questions for each
benchmark rather than a score compiled by CCSSE.
This study was unique in that it was able to collect actual data on retention from the
student data. However, it would be worthwhile to study the student intent to persist and its
relationship with first-year retention. This is another opportunity to gain more insight into the
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community college experience and may have interesting outcomes that were not part of the scope
of this study.
Lastly, the sample for this study had a relatively higher retention rate compared to the
average for community colleges. This may have occurred because the students in the sample
were different from typical community college students. In traditional community colleges,
students often take breaks between semesters and/or may decrease their enrollment from fulltime to part-time, while most of the students in this sample were enrolled full-time for their first
two consecutive semesters. The literature has focused on the importance of enrollment intensity
(Crosta, 2014) in predicting retention, but it seems that from the result of this study, consecutive
enrollment may also be a contributing predictor that needs to be studied further.
Conclusion
As educators of half of all undergraduates in the United States, community colleges are
concerned and proactively working to address a long-standing challenge of retaining and
graduating their students. For over three decades, first-year retention rates have remained around
60% with little improvement. Retention in community college is most affected the first-year
when students are most likely to make decisions about persistence or premature departure
(Mortenson, 2012). For students and institutions this is a real problem that deserves more
attention, but there is limited research available that comprehensively studies student in
community colleges, and even fewer studies are available regarding the experience of Latino
community college students.
This study aimed to contribute to existing literature on first-year retention of Latino
college students by investigating the relationship between student engagement, as measured by
CCSSE, and first-year retention. An extensive literature review provided a look at retention
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theories that span two and four-year institutions. Varying perspectives that have been found to
contribute to the understanding of college student persistence and retention, to include
psychological, organizational, economic, cultural, and sociological perspectives was explained
thoroughly. Kuh’s (2003, 2001) student engagement theory had a strong relationship with firstyear retention and has been supported by evidence-based research which posited that the more
involved a student is with their peers, faculty and staff, and their subject matter, the more likely
they were to persist (McClenney, Marti, Adkins, 2012). A conceptual model was developed
based on theoretical framework from validation theory (Rendón, 1984), student/institution
engagement theory (Nora, 2004), and theory of engagement (Kuh, 2001, 2003) that purported
students who are academically and socially integrated learn more; develop a stronger allegiance
to their institution; and feel like they belong, which influences their decision to persist.
The research design was a non-experimental study using secondary data from a
community college in the mid-Atlantic region, that analyzed data from students that took the
CCSSE between 2008-2016 and were first-year students. Through a descriptive analysis, we
learned that the students in the sample were like community college students because they often
held jobs while going to school, cared for dependents, received Pell grants, required remediation,
had family support, and were primarily women. Unlike community college students, the sample
was more traditional age (18-23); and enrolled full-time.
A logistic regression model was the best fit for this study because of the dichotomous
outcome and frequency of categorical predictor variables. The study suggests there was no
statistical difference between the way that Latino community college retain; and when
comparing the relationship between engagement and retention for Latino and non-Latino groups,
there were differences between the two groups that would appear to mean that Latino and non84

Latino student engage differently. However, interaction effect tests were conducted, and the
differences were not found to be statistically significant.
Academic performance, validating experiences, and being a non-native speaker of
English, were found to be significant in predicting first-year retention. Active and collaborative
learning was found to be negatively associated with first-year retention, and this may be closely
related to the data being skewed toward the lower end of the range for this variable.
Recommendations for policy and practice that were provided for institutional leaders
included developing academic polices that require faculty to provide timely feedback to students
both directly and in electronic format; developing an early alert process and training for faculty
and staff; tracking students from the onset of their arrival for academic performance and
progress; incentivizing continuous enrollment for students, and creating a culture that welcomes,
supports and celebrates the contributions of all students, particularly those from historically
underrepresented groups.
Future research opportunities included replicating the study at multiple institutions in
varying geographic areas to expand upon this investigation. There were several variables
included and another approach in the future, may be to focus on institutional engagement factors
solely to better understand the relationship with first-year retention. Lastly, a very interesting
finding was that the sample had a higher retention rate that average community college rates,
therefore studying consecutive enrollment as a predictor variable is a recommendation for future
study.
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Appendix C. Variable Source, Description and Coding Schema
Variable Name
Outcome Variable
First-Year Retention

Pre-College Factors
Gender
English as a Second
Language
First-Generation
College Student

Source

Description

Coding

MACC Institution Data

Consecutive
enrollment between
semester 1 and
semester 3=Retained;
non-consecutive
enrollment=not
retained

0=Not retained,
1=Retained

CCSR Question 30.
Your sex?
CCSR Question 32.
Is English your native
language?
CCSR Question 36.
What is the highest level
of education obtained by
your: Father, Mother?

Male
Female
Yes
No

0=Male
1=Female
0=No, not ESL
1=Yes, ESL

a. not a high school
graduate)
b. high school
diploma or GED
c. some college but
did not complete a
degree.

0=No, not FGCS
1= Yes, FGCS

Those who selected a,
b, or c, for both
parents were
classified as FGCS
Academic Readiness

Socio-economic
Status

CCSR Question 8 c, d, e
8. Which of the
following have you
done, are you doing, or
do you plan to do while
attending this college?
c. I have done
d. I plan to do
e. I have not done, nor
do I plan to do
MACC-Data
Student RecordsFinancial Aid
Application
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Students that indicate
“I have done, or I
plan to do” are
categorized as Not
Academically Ready
(NAR). Those who
select “I have not
done so, nor do I plan
to do” are
1=Academically
Ready
Does the student meet
income guidelines for
Pell eligibility?

0=No remediation
needed
1=Remediation
Required

0=No
1=Yes

Age

CSSR Question. Mark
your age group.

Institutional Engagement Factors
Active and
CCSR Questions used to
Collaborative
calculate benchmarks:
Learning
4a. Asked questions in
class or contributed to
class discussion.
4b. Made a class
presentation.
4f. Worked with other
students on projects
during class.
4h. Tutored or taught
other students.
4i. Participated in a
community-based
project as part of a
regular course.
4q. Discussed ideas
from your readings or
classes with others
outsides of class.
Student Effort
CCSR Questions used to
calculate benchmarks:

Under 23 were
traditional; and 24
and older were nontraditional

0=non-traditional
1=traditional

Calculated
Benchmarks

Mean

Calculated
Benchmarks

Mean

Calculated
Benchmarks

Mean

4c. Prepared two or
more drafts of a paper or
assignment before
turning it in
4d. Work on paper or
project that required
integrating ideas or
information from
various sources.
4e. Come to class
without completing
readings or assignments.
Academic Challenge

CCSR Questions used to
calculate benchmarks:
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Student-Faculty
Interaction

4o. Worked harder than
you thought you could
to meet an instructor’s
standards or
expectations.
5b. Analyzing the basic
elements of an idea,
experience or theory.
5c. Forming a new idea
of understanding from
various pieces of
information.
5d. Making judgements
about the value or
soundness of
information, arguments
or methods.
5f. Using information,
you have read or heard
to perform a new skill.
6a. Number of assigned
textbooks, manuals,
books, or book-length
packs of course readings
CCSR Questions used to
calculate benchmarks:
CCSR
4j. Used e-mail to
communicate with an
instructor
4k. Discussed grades or
assignments with an
instructor
4l. Talked about career
plans with an instructor
or advisor.
4m. Discussed ideas
from your readings or
classes with instructors
outside of class
4n. Received prompt
feedback (written or
oral) from instructors on
your performance.
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Calculated
Benchmarks

Mean

Support for Learners

Validating
Experiences

4p. Worked with
instructors on activities
other than coursework.
CCSR Questions used to
calculate benchmarks:
9b. Providing support
you with support you
need to help you
succeed at this college.
9c. Encouraging contact
among students from
different economic,
social, and racial or
ethnic backgrounds.
9d. Helping you cope
with your non-academic
responsibilities (work,
family, etc.)
9f. Provide the financial
support you need to
afford your education
12a1. Academic
Advising/Planning
12b1. Career counseling
CCSR questions used to
develop variable.
11. Mark the number
that best represents the
quality of your
relationships with
people at this college.
a. Other students
b. Instructors
c. Administrative
Personnel & Offices

Enrollment Intensity

Student RecordsAdmissions, Records
and Registration.

Calculated
Benchmarks

Mean

Student responses
could range from 1 to
7, with scale anchors
described as: “(1)
unfriendly,
unsupportive, sense
of alienation; and (7)
available, helpful, and
sympathetic

0=at or below the
midpoint;
1=above the
midpoint

Mean scores for each
group were
dichotomized into
two categories, at or
below the midpoint
and above the
midpoint.
0-11 credits= parttime and 12 or greater
credits= full-time
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0=Part-time;
1=Full-time

Cohort Pre/Post
Policy Changes

# of credits registered
per term or
CCSR
CCSSE cohorts

Environmental Pull-Factors
Employment
CCSR
10a. About how many
hours do you spend in a
typical 7-day week
doing the following:
a. Working for pay?

Financial Aid

CCSR
18e. Indicate which of
the following are
sources you use to pay
for your tuition at this
College: Student Loans

Family Support
Available

CCSR
16. How supportive is
your family of your
attending this college?

Family
Responsibilities

CCSR
10d. About how many
hours do you spend in a
typical 7-day week
doing the following:
Providing care for
dependents living with
you (parents, children,
spouse, etc.)?
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2008 and 2011
CCSSE is pre-policy
changes; 2014 and
2016 is post-policy
changes

2008 and 2011
cohorts=0, 2014
and 2016
cohorts=1

None,
1-5,
6-10,
11-20,
21-30,
More than 30

0= Does not work;
1= Has a job

Recoded to work or
not working
Used student loans to
pay for tuition

Extremely, Quite a
Bit, Somewhat, or
Not Very.
Recoded to
Not likely, likely, and
very likely.
None,
1-5,
6-10,
11-20,
21-30,
More than 30
Recoded to: No
dependent
responsibility or is
responsible for
dependents

0=Did not use
student loans to
pay for tuition;
1=Used loans to
pay for tuition

0=not likely,
1=likely, and
3=very likely.

0=No dependent
responsibility,
1=Responsible for
Dependents.

